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Abstract 
During the presidency of Felipe Calderón (2006-2012) the government’s increased militarisation 
strategy led to an unprecedented escalation of violence as linked to Mexico’s war on drugs. This 
thesis examines Calderón’s presidential legacy, seen in the violent escalation of the so-called Drug 
Wars, as represented by various filmmakers and photographers working during his presidency.  
Given the intermedial nature of the visual works examined this thesis is introduced by a chapter 
providing historical contextualisation to the abstruse and often unclear power dynamics and 
influences at play leading to and during Calderón’s devastating time in office. Chapter Two expounds 
on the three primary theoretical frameworks that inform my analyses focusng on power, violence 
and hauntology. Here I rely on the work of Michel Foucault to contend with the complex power 
relations at play during this sexenio. Walter Benjamin’s seminal essay On Violence (1921) provides 
the basis for an exploration of violence theory complemented by the more contemporary writings 
and analyses of Hannah Arendt and Judith Butler. Finally, Jacques Derrida’s concept of hauntology is 
applied as a means of contending with the societal impact of the war and the representation of its 
victims.  
Chapters Three through Six each examine a particular nuance of the impact and effects of the war 
on drugs via the lens of two visual artists. Chapter Three focuses on the highly contested 2006 
presidential elections, which ushered Calderón into power, via two accusatory documentary films. 
Chapter Four examines the rising levels of violence since the launch of Calderón’s drug war offensive 
as represented by two photojournalists working in heavily afflicted states. Chapter Five builds on the 
work of the previous chapter by looking deeper at the Calderón administration’s treatment of the 
drug war dead. Via the filmic lens of Pablo Orta and the photographic lens of Mónica Gonzalez, the 
chapter examines victimisation, grievability and the value of human life seen in the Movimiento por 
la Paz protests started by Mexican poet Javier Sicilia. The final chapter of this thesis, once again 
centres on two documentary features. Using very different styles the two features look at the 
dangers, repercussions and now quotidian violence of living in a drug torn nation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
For over a decade, the Mexican nation has undergone substantial political changes. The 
presidential elections of 2000 ousted the seventy-one-year ruling party, the Partido Revolucionario 
Institucional (PRI) / Institutional Revolutionary Party, in favour of the Partido de Acción Nacional 
(PAN) / National Action Party. The new government promised the implementation of democracy and 
the abolition of deep-set political corruption, but the reality has proved itself far removed from the 
public's initial aspirations. Instead social unrest and drug-related violence in Mexico have 
accelerated at an alarming rate. The result, a decade later, is the reinstatement of PRI rule, thus 
signalling a return to the party politics of the past. 
My thesis takes as its exploratory premise the analysis of visual artistic productions, in the realms of 
documentary and fiction film as well as photography and photojournalism, produced during the six-
year PAN governance headed by Felipe Calderón (2006-2012). The focus of investigation will 
concentrate specifically on the role of violence as legacy in Calderón’s government: how State, or 
ideological, violence has provoked outbreaks of protest, dissent and ultimately exacerbated drug-
related conflict in the country. This examination of institutional violence will be largely informed by 
Michel Foucault’s theories concerning power, discipline and war in his books Discipline and Punish 
(1975) and The History of Sexuality (1976), as well as Walter Benjamin’s explorations of violence in 
his essay Critique of Violence (1921). These concepts will provide the basis for the theoretical 
framework supporting this thesis alongside more specific visual theory that will aid in the analysis of 
the primary texts examined herein. My study will investigate how the perpetuated systemic violence 
of the Calderón administration is portrayed and challenged through these artistic forms.  
It is a point of concurrence among those studying Mexico’s political system and history that the rate 
of violence and murder increased at the end of the year 2006 as a direct result of Calderón’s war on 
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drugs. Much has been written on this topic of violence in Mexico from a visual perspective, 
particularly in relation to corruption, political impunity and criminal insurgency. Mariana Berlanga 
Gayón’s article ‘The Spectacle of Violence in Contemporary Mexico: From femicide to juvenicidio’ 
(2015) looks at the continuities of violence in Mexico since the serial killings of women in Cuidad 
Juárez dating from the nineties.1 Similarly, while Maya Victoria Aguiluz-Ibargüe’s article ‘Violence in 
the Unimaginable Country. Mexico (2007-2011): Bystanders and Visual Surface’ (2016)2 focuses on a 
similar political period as the one examined in this thesis, the nexus of her article remains on the 
impact of violence on space and not the challenges and implications of its representation. A recent 
edition of the Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies entitled ‘Visual Culture and Violence in 
Contemporary Mexico’ (2015)3 contends with the issue of widespread violence in Mexico but does 
not specifically examine its representation during Calderón’s presidency. Through the scope of the 
Ayotzinapa tragedy, when forty-three male students from the Ayotzinapa Rural Teachers' College 
went missing in Guerrero, Mexico on 26 September 2014, the edition looks at contemporary 
representations of historic violence and memory in relation to Mexico’s Dirty War, the 1994 public 
assassination of presidential candidate Donaldo Colosio, as well as the violence affecting sex workers 
in Mexico City.  Nonethless, there remains an absence of critical engagement with the photographic 
work as well as fiction and documentary film produced during Calderón’s sexenio that seeks to 
address the impact and repercussions of institutional and endemic violence directly.  
Calderón’s State offensive against drugs has characterised his presidency and the devastation and 
deaths it has caused throughout Mexico have been documented in the national media albeit, as will 
be explored in this thesis, filtered through an incriminatory political rhetoric that devalues the loss of 
individual lives in defence of its failing war initiative. Focusing on representations of power and 
violence, my thesis will expound the imperatives at the heart of the current crisis, namely the 
                                                          
1 Mariana Berlanga Gayón, ‘The Spectacle of Violence in Contemporary Mexico: From Femicide to Juvenicidio (young 
Killing),’ Athenea Digital 15.4 (2015): 105-28. 
2 Maya Victoria Aguiluz-Ibargüen, ‘Violence in the Unimaginable Country. Mexico (2007-2011): Bystanders and Visual 
Surface,’ Athenea Digital 15.4 (2016): 345-68. 
3 ‘Visual Culture and Violence in Contemporary Mexico’ Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies Volume 24, 2015. 
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historically unresolved conflicts that continue to pervade within the social fabric of the nation and 
contribute towards the socio-economic unrest of the past decade.  This will be achieved by analysing 
the artistic response to critical social concerns seen in the failed implementation of a perceived 
notion of democracy, alongside the perpetuation of institutional corruption and human rights 
abuses, and the unprecedented escalation of narco-related violence in Mexican society. Despite the 
complexity and breadth of the effects of drug war violence, the visual texts discussed in this thesis 
go beyond the typical desire to focus on hyperviolent and stylised representations of drug trafficking 
organisations in Mexico as a means of conscientiously documenting the realities of the war, its 
impact and its victims. 
This thesis will be organised into six chapters, which will be correlated according to specific socio-
political concerns. Chapter One will provide historical context to the period under investigation, 
providing a deeper understanding of the practices and incidents that cast a shadow over Calderón’s 
time in Los Pinos, as well as of the changing role of the cartels and the launch of a national drug 
offensive, the devastating effects of which characterise Calderón’s presidential legacy. In order to 
provide a fuller contextualisation, Chapter One will also briefly excavate the political landscape prior 
to Calderón’s presidency. Chapter Two will focus on the theoretical frameworks that support my 
study of the visual texts with discussions of theories on power and discourse informed by the work 
of Michel Foucault and theories of violence and hauntology apprised by the writings of Walter 
Benjamin and Jacques Derrida respectively.  
Chapter Three examines two seminal documentary representations of the 2006 presidential 
elections, under which Felipe Calderón rose to power. The first documentary is Luis Mandoki’s 
Fraude: México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006, which centres on the alleged 2006 presidential 
electoral fraud and broke box-office records for documentary in Mexico; while the second 
documentary, Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010) / 0.56%: What happened 
to Mexico?, follows the campaign of Andrés Manuel López Obrador, the presidential candidate for 
13 
 
the Partido de la Revolución Democrática (PRD) / Party of the Democratic Revolution. Both 
documentaries depict the changing state of campaign politics in Mexico at the turn of the century 
and provide key insights into the transitional state of democracy.  
Chapter Four will address portraits of the conflict through the specific frame of war. Photojournalist 
Pedro Pardo has won numerous war-specific competitions for his work depicting the drug violence in 
Acapulco, Guerrero, thus highlighting the representation of the crisis in Mexico as being explicitly a 
nation at war. This chapter will also examine photographer/photojournalist Fernando Brito’s 
photoseries Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje (2006-2012) / Your Steps Were Lost in the 
Landscape, captured in Culiacán, Sinaloa. Brito’s work re-contextualises and transforms graphic 
images initially meant for mass media consumption into intimate portraits of a war-torn society, and 
as such the dead are not simply reduced to statistics but remain as visual reminders of the many 
faceless victims of conflict.  
Chapter Five will study representations of the Movimiento por la paz con justicia y dignidad, a 
movement started by poet Javier Sicilia in 2011 in response to the escalating violence and collateral 
deaths caused by Calderón’s state offensive against drugs. The movement held two rallies across 
Mexico, the first in June 2011 across the northern states and the second across the southern part of 
the country in September of the same year. The rallies were populated by families and loved ones of 
the victims and desaparecidos of the drug war. The movement not only mobilised the civilian 
population towards rejecting violence but through visual media gave names, faces and even voices 
to Mexico’s drug-war dead. The rallies were also accompanied by journalists including Mónica 
González, photojournalist for the daily newspaper Milenio, who created a photoseries entitled 
Geografia del dolor (2011) / Geography of pain. Her series features portraits of grieving family 
members accompanied by postcards written by the survivors with messages to their loved ones; the 
series consists of thirty-two portraits, one from each Mexican state visited during the rallies. 
Attention will be paid to Pablo Orta’s short El hijo del poeta (2012) / The poet’s son about the loss of 
14 
 
Sicilia’s son to the senseless violence alongside Mónica González’s award-winning photoseries 
Geografia del dolor.  
Finally, Chapter Six explores documentary representations of the realities of living and working in 
drug war Mexico. This chapter will centre on Natalia Almada’s documentary feature El Velador 
(2011) / The Night Watchman and Bernardo Ruiz’s Reportero (2012) / Reporter. Building on 
representations of victims and families of the deceased discussed in the previous chapter, Chapter 
Six will focus on the fixed space of the cemetery in Almada’s El Velador and the professional and 
personal challenge of reporting on the drug conflict represented in Ruiz’s Reportero. Both released 
at the end of Calderón’s sexenio, these documentary features attempt to articulate, in their starkly 
different styles, the socio-psychological impact of surviving in widespread conditions of violence and 
uncertainty.  
The subject of my analyses is broad and thus implicates discussions of works by numerous theorists 
and critics working on power, violence, visual culture, globalisation, trauma and cultural memory. To 
ignore the breadth of theory concerned would be narrow and it would render a complex 
amalgamation of events and cultural history to a reductive closed reading. Therefore, the research 
methodology for my thesis will engage with Bill Nichols’ seminal work on documentary discourse, 
amongst others in the field, and will draw upon key epistemologies of visual culture and 
photographic theory, death and representation (Roland Barthes, Susan Sontag, John Mraz). My 
thesis will also build upon the scholarship already conducted within the field of Mexican visual 
culture, which has documented the close links between the State and image. However my analyses 
will extend further than the significant staples of visual theory. Given the eclectic nature of my 
investigation I will also engage with theorists relevant to queries in specific chapters. For the 
chapters on social unrest and violence, as well as Hannah Arendt and Slavoj Žižek, the thesis will be 
theoretically framed by the work of Judith Butler in her essay ‘Torture and the Ethics of 
Photography’ as well as her more recent books Frames of War (2009) and Precarious Life (2010). My 
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discussions of violence in Latin America will engage with Jean Franco’s observations on the matter in 
her book Cruel Modernity (2013) and a number of significant analytical contributions by Mexico’s 
prominent intellectual community, namely Carlos Monsiváis and Elena Poniatowska, both of whom 
have spoken and written extensively about uprisings, political corruption and violence in Mexico.   
Power in Mexico is in a constant state of flux. These chapters and the artistic representations they 
examine and discuss are testimony to this fact. The struggles and conflicts they explore highlight an 
ongoing state of instability in Mexico, an instability rooted in continuing battles for control and 
recognition whether this be within institutional frameworks or outside of them. For over a century in 
Mexico, the visual has played a fundamental role in both constructing and deconstructing the 
autonomous power of the political elite. This thesis will examine how the representations analysed 
seek to contend with Mexico’s altering political landscape, a geography afflicted with growing levels 
of untenable violence, and how the filmmakers and photographers articulate the experience of living 
in this climate.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
Socio-Historical Contexts  
 
Introduction 
When panista4 Felipe de Jesús Calderón Hinojosa was sworn in as president on 1 December 
2006, the atmosphere was starkly opposed to that of his predecessor Vicente Fox, six years prior. 
While Fox’s sexenio5 commenced amid a climate of hope and positivity fostered by an end to the 
Partido Revolucionario Institucional’s (PRI) / Institutional Revolutionary Party’s seventy-one-year 
authoritarian rule, Calderón’s presidency was characterised by a tenor of uncertainty, suspicion and 
doubt. Before exploring in detail the visual representation of politics and violence during the 
Calderón administration as well as the effects of its drug war on civil society, Chapter One will 
provide an overview of the events that occurred just prior to and during Calderón’s time in the 
presidential seat as well as a general review of the national government’s history of collusion with 
drug cartels. By examining the circumstances and factors leading to social unrest at the time of 
Calderón’s presidency, this chapter will provide an historical contextualisation to the production of 
the visual texts in this thesis that respond to the impact of the war. Discussions in this chapter will 
identify the political landscape in which the artists’ work was created and exhibited in order to 
understand the conditions that contributed so rapidly to the public’s subsequent disillusionment 
with the new regime and the rapid escalation of drug war violence.  This chapter aims to explain the 
socio-historical importance the PAN years held, specifically Calderón’s time in office - a sexenio 
surrounded by conspiracy - as a means of understanding the need to examine the visual works 
proposed here and the role they play in the ongoing dialogic dynamic between visual culture and the 
                                                          
4
 ‘Panista’ is an adjective used to describe a member or supporter of the Partido Acción Nacional (PAN) / National Action 
Party. 
5
 The six-year presidential term in Mexico. 
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political apparatus.  Understanding the issues and concerns that permeated the social and political 
climates during Calderón’s sexenio are an essential starting point for the discussion of the visual 
artistic works that attempt to respond to the socio-economic and historical concerns of this period.  
In the sections below, I will first examine how Calderón came to power and the influences of the 
panista government that preceded his administration. Next, I will explore the history of connivance 
between the State and drug trafficking organisations that also contributed to the complex socio-
political climate in the year 2006. Finally, I will focus my analyses specifically on Calderón’s 
presidential term and the legacy he produced, as outlined by Anabel Hernández in her book México 
en Llamas: el Legado de Calderón (2012) / Mexico in Flames: Calderón’s Legacy. Here, I will break 
down the various elements of this legacy and explore their social and political significance as a 
means of contextualising the photographers’ and filmmakers’ visual responses to violence analysed 
in the coming chapters of this thesis.  
Entering office: from Fox to Calderón 
As a means of contextualising Calderón’s time in office, I will first examine the presidency 
which directly preceded it, that of Vicente Fox Quesada (2000-2006). This part of the chapter will 
investigate the original aims and ultimate outcomes of Fox’s administration, including the 
accusations of corruption against both his family and government, and the transition from one 
panista government to the next. Overall, this section aims to provide a clear picture of the 
tempestuous socio-political climate into which Calderón succeeded the executive office as a means 
of framing his presidential legacy, explored in the final part of this chapter.  
Upon his electoral victory in the year 2000, Vicente Fox was the first candidate of an alternative 
political party to win a presidential election and the first non-priísta6 president for over seven 
decades. A history of authoritarian politics and an absence of democratic electoral practices all 
contributed to a public hungry for institutional change. For many, Fox’s acquisition of the 
                                                          
6
 ‘Priísta’ is an adjective used to describe a member or supporter of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) / 
Institutional Revolutionary Party). 
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presidential power not only signalled an end to the de facto single-party state of PRI predominance 
but equally a new democratic era encompassing the institutional and social change promised 
repeatedly during Fox’s campaign.7 Fox’s administration, self-titled as ‘el gobierno del cambio’ / the 
government of change, embodied the democratic aspirations desperately sought after by the 
Mexican voting public. Despite such high hopes, Fox’s government ultimately did not deliver the 
drastic change of institutional democracy that the public had anticipated. Instead President Fox, a 
former chief executive at Coca Cola Mexico, had championed neoliberal economic policies that 
favoured foreign investors as well as the national economic elite and further exacerbated the 
growing lacuna between the social classes.8 Fox’s time in office was flooded with allegations of 
corruption and embezzlement directed at his administration and, in particular, his second wife 
Marta Sahagún. Fox and Sahagún entered the presidential palace in December 2000 nearly bankrupt 
and left six years later with incomparable wealth, the source of which is uncertain but alleged to be 
profits from the drug trade.9 Throughout Fox’s presidency, the US Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) 
was investigating links between the presidential family and The Federation, a criminal alliance 
composed of key drug traffickers and headed by Joaquin ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán.10 The role and 
significance of the narcotics trafficker Guzmán will be summarised as part of Calderón’s legacy in the 
final part of this chapter. In fact, links were identified between Sahagún’s son Manuel Bribiesca 
Sahagún and known traffickers the Rodríguez brothers.11 Such allegations not only marred the image 
of President Fox but equally contributed to the disenfranchisement of his political party, the PAN. 
This, in turn, led to the rise of a populist support for a new presidential candidate led by an 
alternative political party, Andrés Manuel López Obrador of the Partido de la Revolución 
Democrática (PRD) / Party of the Democratic Revolution. Indeed, in February 2006 López Obrador 
                                                          
7
 Gloria Delgado, Historia de México, Volumen II: De la era revolucionaria al sexenio de cambio (Mexico : Pearson Educación 
de México, 2007), p. 572. 
8
 Howard Campbell, ‘No End in Sight: Violence in Ciudad Juárez’, NACLA Report on the Americas 44.3 (2011): 19. 
9
 Anabel Hernández, Narcoland (London: Verso, 2013), p. 220. 
10
 Hernández, Narcoland, p. 189. 
11
 Ibid. 
19 
 
was leading the presidential electoral opinion polls, ten points ahead of his chief rival PAN candidate 
Felipe Calderón.12  
By the end of Fox’s sexenio the PAN no longer represented the vehicle of change it embodied during 
his electoral race. As Howard Campbell explains:  
Mexico’s so-called democratic opening was mainly an opening for Mexican venture 
capitalists and international investors. Democracy neither improved the conditions of 
the poor nor allowed them more access to political decision making.13 
Ahead of the capitalists and investors the ‘democratic opening’ was perhaps most beneficial to the 
private business interests of the presidential family.14 Fox’s wife Marta Sahagún, known as Madame 
Bulgari due to her designer exigencies, was described as ‘una maquina de extorsión’15 / an extortion 
machine by one associate, while her son, Manuel Bribiesca Sahagún, was investigated by the FBI for 
his lucrative and fraudulent dealings with Mexico’s state-owned petroleum company Pemex.16 The 
disappointing results of Fox’s presidency combined with accusations of connivance with the cartels 
and widespread corruption had thus tarnished the party’s reputation.17  
By the year 2006, social instability in Mexico was already at a high. This year is pivotal in terms of the 
evolving image of the State as seen by the public as well as the changing dynamics between the 
State and the cartels. Howevever prior to the July elections, which would polarise the nation and 
result in mass protest, in 2006 the nation witnessed two internationally condemned acts of violent 
repression in the face of peaceful protest executed by municipal governments in Mexico. The first, 
occurring in May 2006, was the paramilitary and police raid of the town of San Salvador Atenco, 
which resulted in the deaths of two citizens and the sexual assault of numerous residents. The 
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second, also commencing in May and lasting seven months, was the teachers’ strike in Oaxaca City, 
where police opened fire on an annual strike of unarmed, non-violent protesters. These are not 
unique examples of Mexico’s government responding to protest with violent repression but these 
two instances typify the precarious and volatile nature of Mexico’s social climate during this political 
period.  
Voting for the 2006 presidential election took place on 2 July 2006, however it took the the Instituto 
Federal Electoral (IFE) / Federal Electoral Institute five days to declare a winner. The IFE announced 
that Calderón had won the election by a margin of only half a percentage point.18 Calderón’s victory 
provided a point of contention for leading opposition candidate López Obrador and his supporters. 
Not only was the defeat marginal but certain inconsistencies in the voting procedure quickly began 
to surface: more than 2.5 million votes were unaccounted for, while some ballot boxes recorded 
impossible numbers of votes,19 an irregularity examined in Luis Mandoki’s documentary feature 
Fraude: México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006 and discussed in Chapter Three of this thesis. 
Matters were intensified by the initial refusal of the IFE to open the boxes and recount the votes. 
During the two-month partial recount period that followed, public uncertainty resulted in increasing 
instability and unrest exemplified by protestors’ occupation of the main Zócalo in the Federal 
District, which paralysed much of the city.20 These elections had been heralded as ‘an opportunity to 
consolidate [Mexico’s] democratic process for the first time in modern history’,21 however such an 
optimistic outlook was premature and mass post-electoral protest called into question the Mexican 
political system’s supposed transition to institutional democracy.22 Instead the 2006 elections 
indicated a lack of discernible change from the days of hegemonic rule characterised by opacity, 
corruption and coercion. The complexity of these equivocal elections and their importance in 
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relation to the launch of the federal authority’s drug war will be explored in greater detail in Chapter 
Three of this thesis alongside two seminal documentary features that represent these events, Luis 
Mandoki’s Fraude: México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006 and Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué 
le pasó a México? (2010) / 0.56%: What happen to Mexico? On 1 December 2006, the day of 
Calderón’s inauguration, thousands of protesters lined the central streets of Mexico City, rallied 
together by leading opposititon candidate Andrés Manual López Obrador, to contest Calderón’s rise 
to power. Opposition was so prominent that Calderón was forced to enter the Congress via the back 
door.23 The inaugural ceremony lasted no more than four minutes and took place amidst a crowd of 
brawling lawmakers.24 This extraordinary display of turmoil and tumult in the Chamber of Deputies is 
captured in Hagerman’s 0.56% and this scene is scrutinised in depth in Chapter Three of this thesis.  
One of Calderón’s first acts as president was to launch the most aggressive counter-drug offensive in 
recent Mexican history, deploying forty-five thousand military officers throughout the country.25 
Given the precarious state into which Calderón entered the executive seat some commentators have 
argued that the drug war initiative was in fact an effort to legitimise his position of authority and 
prove his ability to govern.26 In their book Drug War Mexico: Politics, Neoliberalism and Violence in 
the New Narcoeconomy (2012), Peter Watt and Roberto Zepeda argue that the war ‘had the effect 
of drawing attention away from the highly controversial 2006 election’.27 In an article entitled 
‘Mexico’s Drug Wars Get Brutal’ (2009), Francisco González concedes that ‘Calderón may have 
ordered the military surge against the drug cartels to “turn the page” on the then-raging 
postelectoral conflict with [López Obrador]’, and, in response to López Obrador’s accusations of 
illegitimacy, that ‘Calderón’s decisive action showed in effect who was the real commander-in-
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chief.’28 Rosario Ibarra de Piedra, then-senator for the Partido del Trabajo / Labour Party asserts 
that: 
El gobierno instalado desde 2006 […] recurrió desde el principio a la fuerza militar para 
imponerse […] en una maniobra publicitaria que hiciera olvidar su instalación ilegítima 
para lograr “la unidad nacional” frente a un enemigo común.29 / The government in 
power since 2006 [...] used military force from the outset to impose itself [...] in an 
advertising manoeuvre that would make one forget its illegitimate installation to 
achieve "national unity" against a common enemy.  
Given that Calderón’s electoral campaign had focused largely on employment with his campaign 
tagline labelling him ‘el presidente del empleo’ / the president of employment, such claims hold 
credence.30 Nonetheless, other analysts have argued that Calderón had no choice but to continue 
the fight against drug cartels started by Fox during his own sexenio in order to assert State authority 
over the growing brutality and power of the cartels.31 Whatever the reason for Calderón’s low-
intensity war the results on the Mexican nation have been devastating. According to national daily 
newspaper Reforma nearly forty thousand people were killed by drug-related violence during 
Calderón’s sexenio as a result of the war on drugs, though this number increases substantially (to 
around sixty thousand) when the many ‘disappeared’ victims of the war are incorporated into the 
death toll.32  
In order to provide as clear an understanding as possible of the circumstances leading up to 
Calderón’s time in office, together with the impact of the drug war initiative devised and 
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implemented by his government, the following section of this chapter will provide a general 
overview of the history of Mexico’s drug war conflict.  
Drug war contexts: pre-PAN and the democratic shift 
 Felipe Calderón’s drug offensive has not only exacerbated conditions of violence and 
instability in Mexico, as will be explored in the section that follows as well as the remaining chapters 
of this thesis, but equally the war exposes the ongoing issues of impunity that saturate all facets of 
institutional power. Before investigating the repercussions of this bellicose legacy, below I will 
outline the history of the Mexican State’s complex relationship with drug trafficking organisations. 
This segment of the chapter serves to situate Calderón’s war within an already historically prevalent 
drug conflict in Mexico.  
Before the PAN had even entered office, the PRI maintained a longstanding established relationship 
with the drug cartels that was interrupted by the political transition experienced in the year 2000.33 
From the very beginnings of the narcotics industry in Mexico, the PRI had imposed its own set of 
rules on the drug cartels and the cartels, in turn, showed deference to the State’s authority.34 During 
PRI rule it was commonplace to use political ties, connections and bribes as a means of achieving 
change rather than democratic and legislative processes.35 The drug cartels toed the party line 
paying local police for protection and representatives of the federal government for the right to 
grow, transport and sell narcotics, all with the involvement and support of authorities.36 This 
relationship of discretion and established hierarchy began to shift in the 1980s for two main reasons. 
The first was the notable implementation of free-market ideology, instigated in the year 1982 by 
Miguel de la Madrid and continued by the subsequent two administrations.37 The same socio-
economic context translated to the drugs industry and encouraged ruthless competition and the 
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greater use of force and violence.38 In addition, the traffickers were able to make use of newly 
created trade infrastructure through to the US created in line with neoliberal policy such as the 
North American Free Trade Agreement (1994).39 The second was the burgeoning role Mexican drug 
traffickers played in facilitating the transport of cocaine from the increasingly powerful Colombian 
cartels to the US, which significantly impacted their own wealth and, critically, power.40 Crucially, 
this exchange coincided with a noticeable increase in PAN electoral victories.41 The combination of 
these factors nurtured the power and territorial reach of a new generation of drug barons, such as 
Joaquín ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán, which by the new millennium had rendered the narcotraficantes far 
more difficult for authorities to control. Thus as the PRI began to lose hegemonic control in the 
1990s in the face of embryonic multiparty democracy, their authority over criminal activity 
diminished, resulting in greater autonomy to the drug cartels. Other factors that contributed to the 
PRI’s loss of political power and the democratic opening during this period are explored more 
thoroughly in Chapter Three of this thesis, in relation to electoral reform, and Chapter Six, in relation 
to the emergence of a critical and independent news media.  
Watt and Zepeda argue that ‘the intensification of narcotrafficking and its related problems’ are 
largely a result of ‘political liberalisation, initiated in the late 1980s and resulting in the 
democratisation of 2000, [which] eroded the hegemony of the official party.’42 Watt and Zepeda 
assert that these democratic openings resulted in the diminished ‘regulation of organised crime by 
the state […] within the political-institutional system.’43 In line with this, Luis Astorga argues that the 
states and municipalities newly governed by the PAN ‘fell outside the corruption network, a 
situation that facilitated more autonomous actions of traffickers, federal agents, local police and 
corrupt officials, thereby increasing the probability of violent actions to impose new rules of the 
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game.’44 By the start of Calderón’s presidential career, the PAN’s collusion with the cartels, at least in 
the highest echelons of power, was already commonplace. For example, though during his campaign 
Fox had promised to eradicate the PRI from government institutions, as Anabel Hernández observes 
‘he strangely left in post many of the [PRI] officials responsible for public security and the prison 
service.’45 Such departments provide integral links to the drug cartels and are particularly known for 
being corrupt and complicit.46 In this vein it is important to anticipate the possibility of collusion and 
cooperation between the PRI and the PAN as well as the specific extra-constitutional power wielded 
by local government compared to the executive power. According to Mexican historian and political 
analyst Lorenzo Meyer ‘desde 1989 el PRI y el PAN habían empezado a negociar con éxito sus 
diferencias de  principios y de programas de gobierno hasta casi eliminarlas.’47 / Since 1989 the PRI 
and PAN had begun to negotiate their differences of principles and government programmes 
successfully to the point of almost eliminating them. Meyer’s assertion that the two political parties 
have consolidated the majority of their practical and ideological differences suggests that a shift in 
official power from the PRI to the PAN would not necessarily alter the overall structure of 
institutional power, including in its dealings with the drug trade. Furthermore, though the PAN held 
executive office in the year 2000, the majority of local districts and states were still under the control 
of the autocratic party and former ruling class,48 meaning that on a smaller regional scale the modus 
operandi remained unchanged. However on a larger scale in the year 2000, eleven states were no 
longer governed by the PRI and it is in these territories that augmented narco-violence first emerged 
as cartels battled for control.49 The dynamic between politics and crime or, more specifically 
between institutional and extra-constitutional power, thus noticeably shifted. As Watt and Zepeda 
observe, ‘the cartels now started to treat members of the army, police forces, bankers and political 
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officials as their employees, a reversal of the relationship under the previous PRI rule’.50 The 
prominence of the drug cartels in the political apparatus was already emerging before the Calderón 
era of government and with it the levels of violence perpetrated and experienced across Mexico 
augmented accordingly. The years 2006 to 2012 thus constitute an extension of this period of 
increasing autonomy to criminal groups.  
My observations in the next section of this chapter will focus on the years 2006 to 2012. Below, I will 
outline Calderón’s presidential legacy and develop on the societal impact of his administration’s drug 
war offensive.  
Calderón’s legacy 
As explored above, Felipe Calderón entered the executive office amidst an atmosphere of 
political uncertainty and suspicion. The section below demarcates Calderón’s presidential legacy, 
with reference to Anabel Hernández’s book México en Llamas: el Legado de Calderón (2012) / 
Mexico in Flames: Calderón’s Legacy, and explores the societal repercussions his administration’s 
drug war produced. Due to the complexity of Calderón’s presidential footprint, this section will be 
subdivided as a means of clearly scrutinising each element. Though these sections aim to provide 
context, many of them will be developed further in the chapters that follow in relation to the visual 
works selected.  
Calderón’s presidency, spanning the years 2006 to 2012, represents a political period when drug-
related violence was escalating at an unprecedented and alarming rate. In the Latinobarómetro 2007 
survey, only 13.4% of Mexicans surveyed said that crime was the most important problem facing the 
country, in 2010 this figure had risen to 36%.51 Faith in the promised transition to institutional 
democracy of the year 2000 had waned by the year 2006 and was replaced with a deep sense of 
distrust towards the current administration, evidenced by some forty million Mexicans believing 
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Calderón to be an illegitimate president.52 Mexican political journalist Anabel Hernández notes five 
defining aspects of the Calderón administration: 
…el infinito poder del narcotraficante Joaquín El Chapo Guzmán, intocable en su 
sexenio; el asesinato impune de 60 mil personas, víctimas de la llamada guerra contra el 
narcotráfico, más de 20 mil desaparecidos; 56 periodistas ejecutados y 13 
desaparecidos; la destrucción de su partido político; un México controlado por cárteles, 
grupos criminales y brigadas de mercenarios; y el regreso del PRI a Los Pinos.53 / the 
infinite power of drug trafficker Joaquín El Chapo Guzmán, untouchable in his six-year 
term; the unpunished murder of sixty thousand people, victims of the so-called war 
against drug trafficking, more than twenty thousand disappeared; fifty six journalists 
executed and thirteen disappeared; the destruction of his political party; a Mexico 
controlled by cartels, criminal groups and brigades of mercenaries; and the return of 
the PRI to Los Pinos. 
In her summarising of his legacy, Hernández suggests that Calderón’s time in office has provoked 
instability and violence. The language Hernández employs to illustrate the severity of the situation 
such as ‘el infinito poder, ‘impune’, ‘la destrucción’, ‘controlado’ and ‘regreso’ highlights some of the 
key concerns of this political period based around power struggles, impunity and a shift to violence 
as quotidian and human life as expendable, the theoretical groundings of which will be examined in 
Chapter Two of this thesis. As one of Mexico’s leading investigative journalists, Hernández’s list 
provides an authoritative outline of Calderón’s sexenio and as such each point will be explored 
accordingly in the sections that follow as a means of contextualising the key concerns and narratives 
of this political period.  
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The following subsection will pick up on Hernández’s first point, which refers to the escalating power 
of drug trafficker Joaquín ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán and his cartel during Calderón’s sexenio.  This 
subsection will also examine the growing control of drug trafficking organisations and criminal 
groups as alluded to by Hernández in her précis of Calderón’s legacy.  
‘El Chapo’ and the narco-wars 
One group that is rumoured to have benefited most from the ‘democratic’ transition is the 
Sinaloa Cartel, headed by Joaquín ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán. This section will explore the validity of this 
claim and examine how this potential favouritism by the government contributed to cartel 
fragmentation and increased widespread violence. 
According to Hernández, Guzmán’s trafficking career was propelled forward by the Fox 
administration,54 facilitating his rise from trafficker to one of Forbes magazine’s most powerful 
people in the world between the years 2009 and 2013.55 In her detailed investigation of State 
corruption and complicity with the drug trade, Hernández has traced the connection between 
Vicente Fox and the Sinaloa cartel back to the time Fox first sought election as governor of 
Guanajuato state in the year 1991.56 In her conversations with a key DEA (Drug Enforcement 
Administration) coordinator investigating the Fox family for collusion with Guzmán, it was alleged 
that then-president Vicente Fox had received a bribe worth $40 million in exchange for political 
protection following Guzmán’s escape from prison in the year 2001.57 Similar to the treatment of the 
Sinaloa cartel during Fox’s presidency, Calderón’s war against the cartels was widely criticised for the 
leniency it displayed to the Sinaloa cartel. For instance John Gibler argues that ‘[the war] mostly 
targeted the Gulf Cartel, the Zetas, the Carrillo Fuentes, or Juárez Cartel, the Beltrán Leyva Cartel, 
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and the Familia Michoacana, and has left the Sinaloa Cartel more or less alone.’58 A 2010 report from 
the federal government identified the Sinaloa cartel as responsible for 84% of narco homocides 
committed between 1 December 2006 and 31 July 2010,59 yet the Sinaloa cartel only accounted for 
12% of drug-related arrests between the years 2006 and 2012.60 
In addition to alleged favouritism, the fragmentation of narco groups also contributed to the rise of 
violence.61 In October 2001, Guzmán formed a criminal alliance called The Federation, which 
consolidated different strands of the Pacific Cartel, comprising sixteen Mexican states, into a 
homogenous national group.62 The initial effect of this alliance was the destruction of the Arellano 
Félix brothers’ organisation, targeted by Guzmán in response to earlier feuds; however Hernández 
argues that the rapid success of this initiative was thanks to the Fox administration’s support for the 
Sinaloa Cartel.63 The attack on the Arellano Félix organisation inaugurated a new era of savage gang 
wars that created a climate of quotidian brutality and death across the nation; the next target of the 
Federation, in the year 2003, was the Gulf Cartel, an act of war that redoubled violence in the 
nation.64 Thus by the time Calderón took office, the dynamic between the State and cartels as well 
as among the trafficking organisations themselves, had changed drastically.  
Since the mobilisation of the military in the fight against drug trafficking, violence has increased 
steadily. The cartels have become increasingly powerful with an estimated annual budget of $25 
billion dollars in the year 2011.65 The growing militarisation of the country combined with the weak 
enforcement of drug laws has resulted in the mounting intensity of drug-related confrontations.66 In 
an effort to extinguish the threat posed by their opponents, the drugs cartels and the military forces 
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continue to increase the aggressive nature of their tactics resulting in a climate of conflict where 
only the most ruthless and violent organisations can survive. Though much of the official discourse 
relates that ‘the majority of the violence is internecine, between gang members’ and that ‘security 
forces are engaged only when they interfere with the narco-traffickers’ business’,67  the 
unprecedented escalation of violence coupled with its severe impact on civil society that has claimed 
tens of thousands of lives disputes this conviction.  To this end, violent executions, torture and 
human rights abuses have become an habitual occurrence on both sides of the struggle. The social 
impact of the drug war and its representation will be explored in Chapters Four, Five and Six of this 
thesis.  
The next part of this chapter will explore the climate of social instability that emerged as a result of 
Calderón’s contested rise to power and the subsequent launch of his drug war initiative. This 
instability is explored in two parts that examine rising levels of violence and emergent civic protest 
respectively.  
Social instability  
In the words of Gabriela Polit Dueñas ‘the Mexican war on drugs has torn the social fabric of 
Mexican society. The lack of law enforcement, the violence, and the display of its perverse uses are 
extreme, as is the prevailing level of impunity.’68 In keeping with my exploration of Felipe Calderón’s 
presidential legacy, this section will explore the resulting social instability his administration’s war 
has caused. This instability is seen in the drastic augmentation of violence that has affected 
countless lives and is evidenced further by the civil response to it, both of which will be explored in 
the sections below.  
Rising violence and the government’s response 
Mexico’s battle with the rise of drug trafficking did not start with Calderón’s initiative to 
send thousands of troops to his home state of Michoacán but, by expanding the use of military 
                                                          
67
 Couch, Defence Studies: 183. 
68
 Gabriela Polit Dueñas, Narrating Narcos: Culiacán and Medellín (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2013), p. 25. 
31 
 
intervention, Calderón initiated a new phase in the war on drugs that equally expanded the reach of 
violence in Mexico. As Watt and Zepeda argue, ‘This in turn has contributed to an escalation of 
human rights abuses; intimidation of, and attacks on, journalists; violent acts committed against 
police officers and politicians who refuse to adhere to the demands of the cartels; and the 
criminalisation of social protest and dissent.’69 An increased military presence and the rising levels of 
violence witnessed daily since the year 2006 are seen as a direct result of the implementation of 
Calderón’s campaign. Thus the social instability, already present before Calderón’s inauguration, 
rose in tandem with the further militarisation of the country; national and international human 
rights organisations have recorded a strong correlation between a military presence and violence 
against civilians.70 According to the Centro Prodh, a Mexican human rights association, human rights 
violations committed by military personnel against Mexican citizens rose by 472% between the 
beginning of 2007 and the beginning of 2009.71 In December 2009, the Inter-American Court of 
Human Rights found the Mexican state guilty of crimes of forced disappearance, extra-judicial 
execution and torture, citing their continued refusal to conduct comprehensive investigations of 
complaints against military personnel.72 Furthermore, in a report entitled ‘Transición traicionada’ / 
Betrayed transition, an overt reference to the supposed transition to democracy during Calderón’s 
sexenio, the Centro Prodh referenced figures from the Procuraduría General de Justicia Militar / 
Attorney General of Military Justice which showed of the 3,671 cases of presumed military abuses 
against citizens made between the years 2007 and 2011, a total of only fifteen soldiers were 
convicted.73 Not only was Mexico rife with violence, military impunity was an ongoing reality that 
worsened citizens’ daily struggle. Many diverse international human rights organisations have 
recommended that these military transgressions be handled by civil tribunals in order to sidestep 
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military impunity; however Calderón has continually rejected this proposal.74 In November 2009 the 
Inter-American Court of Human Rights ruled that military tribunals should not be able to try cases 
concerning human rights abuses and gave the Mexican State one year to implement the necessary 
legislation to cohere with this.75 Nevertheless, the reformed legislation proposed by Calderón to 
congress in October 2010 required only crimes of rape, torture and forced disappearance to be tried 
in civil courts while crimes such as arbitrary detention and extrajudicial executions remained military 
legal matters.76 The volume and severity of military abuses experienced at the start of the Calderón 
administration’s war on drugs has been likened to Mexico’s guerra sucia / Dirty Wars in the 1970s.77 
Many of the victims of these abuses are not complicit with or linked to the drug industry,78 a fact 
that will be explored in greater detail in Chapter Five of this thesis. 
Although not discussed as part of this thesis, it is also necessary to acknowledge the alarming 
ascendance of kidnapping incidences during Calderón’s sexenio alongside the escalation of drug 
violence, murders and military impunity. The practice of kidnapping constitutes an act of violence 
and testifies to the intensifying climate of instability that characterised Calderón’s presidential term. 
In the first five months of 2008 the rate of kidnappings rose by 9.1% on the year before, bringing the 
average number per month to 64.6 according to Mexico’s Attorney General’s Office.79 However, 
research completed at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) / National 
Autonomous University of Mexico highlights that up to nine in ten families are unlikely to report 
kidnappings for fear of governmental and police complicity,80 rendering it difficult to make an 
accurate estimation of the true number of kidnappings experienced in Mexico during this time 
period.   Such figures serve as an indication of the effects of Calderón’s war on drugs on the social 
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sphere and further contextualise the artistic responses analysed in the Chapters Three through Six of 
this research.  
The mounting death toll during Calderón’s presidency further emphasises the consequences of his 
government’s drug offensive. In 2006, the last year of Fox’s sexenio, the national daily newspaper 
Reforma recorded more than two thousand narco-related deaths, this number augmented year on 
year during Calderón’s presidency peaking at over twelve thousand deaths in the year 2011.81 The 
government’s punitive war on drugs propagated concentrated violence across the nation. The death 
toll that Hernández cites as part of Calderón’s legacy draws attention to the levels of violence 
experienced during this political period, particularly by Mexico’s civilians. Such was the volatile 
societal environment in which the artistic works chosen in this thesis were produced. For instance, 
works such as Fernando Brito’s landscape photos discussed in Chapter Four, which feature a near-
incidental presence of a drug-war victim in each frame, provide a visual allusion to the increasingly 
quotidian representations of the drug war dead by both the State and the media.  
As a further insult to those affected by the rising levels of violence and ongoing human rights abuses 
engendered by the federal authority’s drug offensive, it is commonplace for Mexican political 
discourse to associate those murdered or disappeared in this volatile climate with insidious 
activities, specifically collusion with the cartels.82 This issue is addressed directly in Chapter Five with 
the portraiture of families affected by drug-war violence captured by photojournalist Mónica 
González, as a means of representing the victims and contesting official statistics that claim that 
ninety percent of those killed by drug-related violence were implicated in the trade of illicit drugs.83 
Thus not only has violence become an everyday preoccupation throughout Mexico but equally 
established authorities are using self-justifying chimerical rhetoric to shirk any responsibility for the 
deaths that increased militarisation has fomented. Despite such claims, public outrage and protest in 
response suggest an alternative picture of the effects of the drug war on the nation that will be 
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explored and examined in Chapter Five of this thesis. In addition to this, Chapter Six looks at the 
indirect victims of the drug war, those that survive the dead and must continue to live and work in 
these conditions of precarity.  
Continuing my discussions on the impact of escalating violence, the next part of this section 
addresses the public response to ongoing terror in the form of widespread civil protest. This is 
particularly relevant to Chapter Five which focuses on the Movimiento por la paz con justicia y 
dignidad / Movement for peace with justice and dignity, a civil protest movement that condemns 
the government’s war on drugs.  
Protest and Resistance 
Many protest movements have emerged as a response to the rising levels of violence in the 
country since Calderón launched his drug offensive in December 2006. For instance on 29 August 
2008, one hundred and fifty thousand citizens silently marched through Mexico City’s Zócalo to 
protest the escalating crime levels and growing number of killings in the country.84 Arguably the 
most important manifestation of dissent to date occurred in the year 2011, when thousands of 
Mexican individuals and families rose together in March of that year to protest at the government’s 
war on drugs. The protest movement known as el Movimiento por la paz con justicia y dignidad / the 
movement for peace with justice and dignity was led by Mexican poet Javier Sicilia and comprised 
two rallies across the southern and northern Mexican states, uniting bereaved and affected 
Mexicans and calling for an end to the violence. Visual artistic representations of this critically 
important anti-war movement and its efforts to alter institutional and national perceptions of 
victims and victimhood form the focus of Chapter Five of this thesis, which examines societal 
responses to violence embodied by the Movimiento por la paz. Watt and Zepeda argue that most of 
the drug war violence has been directed at civil society ‘in order to create a climate of fear and 
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terror.’85 This suggests that the war is not internecine between the State or the cartels, who have 
been in partnership for decades, but it is instead directed against Mexican citizens and social stability 
which stand in the way of economic gain and the ruthless climate of competition created by 
neoliberal policy. The State’s drug war has rendered human lives expendable and, as a result, non-
grievable, a factor of war that is explored in Chapters Four, Five and Six of this thesis in relation to 
both the photographic and documentary film lens. However, this is not an unexpected consequence 
of the war. Upon launching this drug offensive Calderón, addressing the country, announced that ‘Al 
iniciar esta guerra frontal contra la delincuencia señalé que esta sería una lucha de largo aliento, que 
no sería fácil ganarla, que costaría tiempo, recursos económicos e incluso vidas humanas.’86 / When I 
started this head-on war against crime I indicated that this would be a long struggle, that it would 
not be easy to win, that it would cost time, economic resources and even human lives. In this 
speech, Calderón aligns human life with financial and temporal resources that will be used, as and 
when the war machine requires them. It is clear from this public address that, according to the 
Calderón administration, the lives of the Mexican people are merely another mechanism to be used 
in the ostensible fight against drug trafficking and as such, the government accepts and contributes 
to the total devaluation of human life during Calderón’s sexenio. The economic perception and 
governing of human lives and processes will be examined in greater detail and with reference to my 
primary theoretical frameworks in Chapter Two of this thesis. It is this ignominious devaluation that 
the Movimiento por la paz refused to abide any longer and by calling out government collusion and 
addressing the president personally, the movement challenged both the legitimacy of the war and 
that of the political institutions and systems of power governing Mexico.  
The war on drugs has resulted in pronounced public frustration with government impunity and 
continued deep-set corruption that negates the possibility for societal justice. Despite a history of 
violent repressions by the government, embodied most notably by the 1968 government-instigated 
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Tlatelolco massacre, such demonstrations in the face of ongoing violence highlight the desire for 
change permeating the country. The volatility of the situation, which continues to intensify, has 
propelled Mexicans to seek this change themselves by holding the government directly responsible 
and demanding an end to the violence. Although it is clear that Mexico’s promised transition to 
democracy has resulted in a public sceptical of authority and disillusioned with the political system, 
the desire of the people to organise themselves in protest of such outcomes suggests that there 
remains belief in the possibility of a democratic system where accountability and greater equality 
take priority.  
The final part of this section, which examines the various aspects of Calderón’s presidential legacy, 
explores what Hernández terms as the destruction of the PAN. Below I will demonstrate how the 
end of Calderón’s sexenio left his political party without credibility and ultimately resulted in the 
return of PRI rule.  
The return of the PRI 
 The final aspects of Felipe Calderón’s presidential impact that I explore in this chapter are 
the fall of the PAN and the subsequent return of the PRI to executive power. This section 
contemplates the PAN’s political image at the end of Calderón’s time in office and the transition 
back to PRI rule with a government headed by the divisive former Mexico State Governor Enrique 
Peña Nieto. As a means of framing the specific time period covered by this thesis, namely Calderón’s 
sexenio (2006-2012), I will finish this chapter by briefly exploring the contentious election of Peña 
Nieto to the presidential office in the year 2012. Similar to that of Calderón, Peña Nieto’s rise to 
power was coloured with accusations of fraud and large-scale public protest that indicate a 
continuation of the social and political volatility afflicting Mexico.  
By the end of Calderón’s sexenio a return to PRI rule seemed both inevitable and preferable.87 In 
2012, the final year of Calderón’s administration, the political climate was significantly changed from 
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its positive tenor at the turn of the new millennium and as Jo Tuckman suggests, ‘the government 
offensive’s failure to bring the violence under control was creating the kind of conditions that might 
lead to a full-on authoritarian solution.’88 Two disappointing and weak PAN administrations in 
succession had left the political party in poor stead. In particular, Calderón’s time in office had 
greatly deteriorated society’s faith in the political apparatus, evidenced by increasing public 
protests, the recourse to State-insigated repressions to control order and the widely-accepted fact 
that official corruption and impunity had resulted in government collusion with the cartels. The 
unprecedented escalation of narco-related violence had aligned the president and his party with 
corruption, violence and poor politics. The PAN’s promise of a democratic opening had provided 
opportunities mainly for investors while gaps between social classes widened and the democracy 
that was enabled had little effect on archaic authoritarian structures of the Mexican political 
system.89 The PAN’s subsequent significant decline in popularity since its acquisition of the 
presidential seat is evidenced by the electoral polls in the year 2011 which placed the then-ruling 
party in third place behind the PRD, a political party that has never officially held executive power.90 
Thus, the results of the 2012 general presidential elections unsurprisingly revealed priísta candidate 
Enrique Peña Nieto as the next president of Mexico.91 After twelve years, the executive power was 
restored to the PRI and the credibility of the PAN as capable of leading the country, cemented by a 
series of successively worse administrations, was left tarnished. An époque that had begun on notes 
of hope and change terminated with growing political apathy, instability and social discontentment. 
The return of the PRI to office after its twelve year hiatus was not welcomed universally, particularly 
given the candidate chosen to represent the party in the presidential elections Enrique Peña Nieto. 
Peña Nieto had previously served as Governor of the State of Mexico from 2005 to 2011 and during 
that time had ordered the violent paramilitary and police raid on the town of Atenco in the year 
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2006; an action that was condemned by international human rights authorities, including the Inter-
American human rights system.92 The decision was also denounced publicly during his presidential 
campaign by large-scale protests led by the group Yo Soy 132 / I am 132, which was formed after the 
PRI candidate participated in an open forum with students of the private Universidad 
Iberoamericana on 11 May 2012. Peña Nieto was not well-received at the forum, which comprised 
angry students criticising his actions in Atenco and linking him to historic figures of authoritarian rule 
including former president Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994),93 whose historical and political 
significance is examined in Chapters Three and Six of this thesis. Before the formation of the Yo Soy 
132 movement, Peña Nieto enjoyed an uncontested lead in the polls that all but confirmed him as 
the expected winner of the elections; the emergence of the student movement placed the near-
certainty of this victory in doubt.94   Although the movement was against the election of Peña Nieto, 
it did not favour any particular candidate, and constitutes a further indication of the feelings of 
disillusionment with institutional power and the political apparatus left by Calderón’s government. 
The protests not only succeeded in uniting various student faculties from both public and private 
institutions, it also joined students with other dissenting members of society.95 The students’ protest 
represented a new generation of voters, those who had spent the majority of their lives under PAN 
leadership but undoubtedly aware of the PRI’s historic reputation as a corrupt authoritarian political 
party. Their aversion to a return to PRI rule suggests that, although the alternative PAN government 
had proved disappointing, PRI governance represented a total regression to the politics of the past. 
Additionally, accusations of electoral fraud were launched against Peña Nieto after his victory.96 As 
opposed to the vote tampering accusations made against Calderón, Peña Nieto was implicated in a 
funding fraud scandal and accused of buying votes. The complaint was lodged by López Obrador the 
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then-candidate of the Movimiento Progresista / Progessive Movement coalition.  López Obrador 
claimed Peña Nieto’s election to the presidency was invalid in part due to the comprehensive 
coverage his campaign received in the national media.97 Constitutional law requires a plurality of 
information and equity of coverage to help voters draw a balanced conclusion of the candidates 
running but the bias and manipulation of information from media behemoths Televisa and TV Azteca 
in favour of Pena Nieto undermined these laws.98 The investigation into these accusations was also 
supported by Calderón. Nevertheless, the claims were ultimately considered insubstantial and on 31 
August 2012 the Sala Superior del Tribunal Electoral del Poder Judicial de la Federación / Superior 
Chamber of the Electoral Tribunal of the Federal Judiciary concluded that Peña Nieto had won the 
2012 general presidential elections in accordance with the law and would therefore assume the 
presidential seat in December of that year.99  
Conclusion 
Though Felipe Calderón’s drug war offensive, initiated soon after his inauguration to the 
presidential role, was not the first instance of conflict between the State and the cartels, his 
extensive militarisation of the country has had extremely detrimental effects on the nation. As this 
chapter has identified, the historical and political contexts influencing Calderón’s time in the 
presidential seat are manifold and complex, and all contribute to the climate of democratic 
uncertainty and growing distrust of institutional authority that characterised his ascension to office. 
As argued by Hernández this period of socio-political unrest led by a government headed by 
Calderón has left a legacy of death, destruction and social instability. The rise of widespread endemic 
violence, seen in figures concerning kidnappings, murders, forced disappearances and further 
human rights abuses all stand as testimony to the turbulent and harsh conditions in which the visual 
representations discussed in this thesis were created. The cementing of this burgeoning tenor of 
doubt and apathy will be examined in greater detail in Chapter Three of this thesis in reference to 
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Calderón’s election to executive power in the year 2006. As identified in this chapter, the Mexican 
government and drug trafficking organisations have a longstanding history of cooperation and 
collusion. Calderón’s presidency marks a shift in the balance of hegemonic power between the State 
and these criminal groups and, equally, represents a period of increasing violence and terror. In the 
next chapter I will introduce the theoretical frameworks that will help me to contend with the 
notions of power, violence and hauntology. These frameworks will inform my analyses of the visual 
works examined in the subsequent chapters of this thesis.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
Primary Theoretical Frameworks 
 
Introduction 
As examined in the previous chapter, with the election of Enrique Peña Nieto to the presidential 
seat came the end of the PAN’s years in executive power. This unique period of political variance and 
deviation witnessed many changes in the relationship between power and society that I have 
identified and engaged with in the preceding chapter. This chapter will expound the various 
theoretical frameworks that will support my study of the visual texts in order to analyse these 
complex shifts. As this thesis deals with visual works of an intermedial nature, including photography 
and film, this chapter will elucidate the need for a multi-disciplinary approach in order to understand 
the full extent to which visual and social concerns elide in the chapters of this thesis. Given the close 
links identified between institutional power and artistic representation, throughout this thesis my 
primary engagement will be with theorists who work on the relationship between state and society. 
For this reason, I will employ primary theoretical frameworks relating to power as well as the 
symptoms of its evolution, including violence, protest and collective memory and trauma. 
In the first instance, I will examine the works of Michel Foucault, specifically his books Discipline and 
Punish (1975) and The History of Sexuality (1976), focusing on Foucault’s discussions of the notion of 
power and its role in society. Foucault’s theories on the composition of control and discipline 
provide a key framework for analysing and identifying its fluctuation as represented in each chapter 
of this thesis, whether that be the contested presidential elections of the year 2006 in Chapter Three 
or the shifting dynamic between protesters and the government in Chapter Five. Similarly and with 
reference to the work of Judith Butler, Foucault’s study of biopower and the extension of political 
ideologies onto the regulation of the human body will inform my discussions on the disposability of 
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human life in Mexico - a key concern represented by the artists and scrutinised in Chapters Four, 
Five and Six of this thesis. In addition, Foucault’s analysis of the role of discourse and discursive 
formations such as truth will help in my analyses of the various narratives of power discussed in this 
thesis such as official government rhetoric on the drug war, narco-communications propagated by 
drug trafficking organisations and, of course, the artistic responses to violence examined in the 
following chapters.  
In the second instance, I will draw upon Walter Benjamin’s Critique of Violence (1921). Despite the 
plethora of writing on violence and its role in society, it is predominantly Benjamin’s seminal essay 
that will provide the foundations for my own discussions of the violence and protest present in 
Mexico as represented in the visual texts selected. With reference to the work of more 
contemporary theorists including Judith Butler, Hannah Arendt, Achille Mbembe and Slavoj Žižek, 
Benjamin’s essay will provide a useful framework for the study of the rising levels of violence 
experienced in the country. Given that violence is a primary concern of this thesis, Benjamin’s theory 
will be employed in reference to the overt manifestations of violence discussed throughout this 
thesis but particularly in Chapter Three with reference to the alleged voting fraud during the 2006 
presidential elections.  
Finally, in order to examine the historical importance of this political period alongside both current 
and former periods, I will utilise the work of Jacques Derrida and his study of hauntology, the idea 
that the unresolved or traumatic elements of the past return to disturb the presumed solidity of 
present. Reference to Derrida’s work will be used to unsettle erroneous assumptions that drug 
violence and institutional corruption are unique modern phenomena and, instead, locate their 
continued relevance to unresolved conflicts of the past. The field of hauntology will be particularly 
relevant to Chapter Five and its discussions of notions of memory and unresolved collective issues of 
injustice and corruption that contribute to an ongoing climate of political apathy characterised by 
suspicion towards political authority. 
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Michel Foucault: power and politics 
Following an introduction to the influential work of Michel Foucault on the notion of power 
in the books Discipline and Punish (1975) and The History of Sexuality (1976), this section will 
examine the individual elements of discipline, biopower, discourse and resistance. These terms, all 
examined and defined by Foucault, will inform my readings of the visual materials in the chapters to 
come. 
Theorist Michel Foucault radically argued that power is pervasive and ubiquitous.100 Distancing his 
thinking from previous Marxist interpretations that focused on power as possessed by an agent or 
institution, and used oppressively against a subject or group, Foucault argued instead that power is 
in fact diffuse. As Foucault famously stated, ‘power is everywhere’ and ‘comes from everywhere’.101 
Instead of a tool or commodity wielded by an authority or individual, power relations are embodied, 
witnessed and experienced daily in any and all interactions. As Foucault explains in the lecture 
Power/Knowledge, ‘…power is not to be taken to be as a phenomenon of one individual's 
consolidated and homogeneous domination over others, or that of one group or class over 
others.’102 That is to say, power is not exclusively retained by those in positions of authority but 
instead circulates freely, never contained or confined or arrogated. The idea that power is not 
possessed but has the potential to be effectuated at any time by any person highlights its fluid and 
changeable nature. In this sense, power can easily fluctuate across different groups and between 
different parties, with shifting dynamics and emerging alternatives to authority as a consequence of 
this. This conception of power and its relational nature is central to understanding the changing 
landscape of political power in Mexico during Felipe Calderón’s presidency as represented in the 
visual texts selected. The interactions between the cartels and the Mexican State during this recent 
turbulent political period highlight ongoing issues of control, a struggle resulting in increasingly 
violent displays of terror effectuated by both groups.  
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The next sections will introduce the three main aspects of Foucault’s work on power that will inform 
my readings of the visual texts: firstly, I will explore the shifting focus of power on the individual; 
secondly, my discussions will home in on the notion of biopolitics and power as focused on mass 
biological processes; and finally, I will examine the crucial role of discourse and its formations in 
relation to systems of control.  
The individual and anatamo-politics 
One of the pivotal elements of Foucault’s work on power is the construction of the 
individual. Below I will explore the role of the individual subject in the history of hegemonic control 
as a means of exploring how discipline and displays of power have developed. 
While overall Foucault argues that power is universal, he develops this point further by suggesting 
that individuals are constantly interacting with power both as subjects and effectors: 
[…] not only do individuals circulate between its threads; they are always in the position 
of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this power. They are not only its inert or 
consenting target; they are always also the elements of its articulation. In other words, 
individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application.103 
In the above quote, Foucault suggests that individuals are always within power as both the site and 
conduit of its exertion. A literal and visual example of this in the context of the Mexican drug war is 
the tortured and dismembered bodies used as narcomensajes104 which here represent the ‘inert’ 
target as well as its point of ‘articulation’. The implications of this narco-communication and its 
representation will be explored further in Chapter Four in relation to the photojournalistic work of 
Pedro Pardo in the city of Acapulco. Mexican citizensthat live in these conditions of terror , however, 
also constitute elements of power’s articulation as it is through their continued loss of control and 
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their vulnerability in the face of increasing violence that the effects of power emerge. This is an 
aspect of power relations and effect of drug war terror that is explored in Chapters Four, Five and Six 
of this thesis. Alternatively, the anti-war movement the Movimiento por la paz con justicia y 
dignidad / the Movement for peace with justice and dignity, discussed in Chapter Five, highlights an 
instance where the public have identified themselves as ‘consenting’ targets of power but no longer 
wish to occupy this role. In order to counter this passive subjugation, people within the movement 
mobilised themselves as ‘vehicles of power’ across the country and addressed the government 
directly, in turn exercising their own power as individuals and as a mobilised group of resistance.  
In his book Discipline and Punish (1979) Foucault notes the changing role of power in society and its 
shift from being something conspicuous to something latent and unseen; this in turn is intrinsically 
linked to the construction of subjectivity and the burgeoning societal importance of the individual. 
Focusing his analyses on the penal justice system, Foucault documented a transformation in the way 
power was both expressed and exercised at the end of the eighteenth century which reversed the 
punitive traditions practiced by those in power until this point. By comparing accounts of forms of 
punishment practised in the middle of the eighteenth century, which range from being burned to 
ashes to being quartered by horses, with those imposed eighty years later, which comprise a strict 
and restrictive timetable documenting every hour of a prisoner’s day, Foucault highlights the 
dramatic change in penal practices in under a century. The previously employed methods centred on 
demonstrations of violence and punishment exerted visibly on the body such as the theatrical 
exhibition of a public hanging. These traditional practices emphasised the level of authority held by 
those in control, most commonly a monarchy, and thus drew attention to their sovereign power to 
kill and let live. The change in practice thus marked a shift away from punitive power as spectacle 
towards more covert practices that placed emphasis on the individual subject,105 restricting their 
freedoms and controlling all aspects of their existence. Instead, disciplinary techniques were 
implemented on the individual body both internally and externally as mechanisms of power. As 
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Foucault elucidates, ‘discipline tries to rule a multiplicity of men to the extent that their multiplicity 
can and must be dissolved into individual bodies that can be kept under surveillance, trained, used, 
and…punished.’106 This focus on the individual is known as anatamo-politics and stands at the 
opposite pole to what Foucault termed biopolitics, which I will explore in the following section.  
Biopolitics and the masses 
 Though considered oppositional to anatamo-politics, biopolitics too remains closely 
connected to discipline. However, instead of focusing on the singular, this element of power centres 
on ‘massifying, that is directed not at man-as-body but at man-as-species’.107 This concept of power 
thus takes a broader approach, focusing on the population as a collective mass group, similar to the 
way large bodies of people are considered in homogenous statistical form rather than as an 
atomisable collection of individuals. Foucault first introduces his concept of biopolitics in the final 
chapters of the first volume of his book The History of Sexuality (1976)108 as well as the series of 
lectures titled Society Must Be Defended (1976) where he latterly states, ‘We are, then, in a power 
that has taken control of both the body and life or that has, if you like, taken control of life in general 
– with the body as one pole and the population as the other.’109 Here Foucault observes that the 
disciplinary reach of power extends to both the individual scale of the body and the industrial scale 
of human life as a whole, with the latter encompassing the political and economic importance of 
biological processes such as mortality, life expectancy, public health and the changing conditions 
that impact these.110  
The field of biopower can be seen as complementary to previously discussed conceptions of 
sovereign power, where the ruling authority has the power to kill and let live, in the case of 
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biopower this right is inverted shifting instead to the power to make live and let die.111 Foucault 
explains this transition with reference to war:  
Wars are no longer waged in the name of a sovereign who must be defended; they are 
waged on behalf of the existence of everyone; entire populations are mobilized for the 
purpose of wholesale slaughter in the name of life necessity: massacres have become 
vital.112 
The paradoxical relationship between defending life through killing is aptly captured via the modern 
concept of war. As part of the biopolitical power relationship between the State and the people, the 
nation is exposed to death via the act of warfare with their personal safety guaranteed only to the 
extent that they are willing to defend the regimes of authority that stakes their lives for the 
perpetuation of its ideologies. As Brad Evans and Henry A. Giroux explain in their book Disposable 
Lives (2015), ‘Foucault’s concept of the ‘biopolitical’ […] can be understood as what happens when 
power takes life itself to be the principle referent object for political strategies.’113 Namely, biopower 
imposes its field of struggle on aspects of human life as a means of self-justification for the 
discourses, tactics and ideologies of a ruling body or authoritative regime. In the case of Calderón’s 
government, it is the militarisation strategy employed by the federal authority that seeks self-
approval through biopolitical intervention. Here, the lives of Mexican civilians are treated as 
collateral for a war that ostensibly aims to protect them and restore national security. Mass violence 
and systemic abuse permeate the biopolitical practices of society, propelled by destructive principles 
of neoliberal ideology.114 That is to say the free market ideology of neoliberalism embodies the 
concept of biopower in contemporary society. Just as the narcotics trade was jettisoned forward by 
overarching neoliberal policy in the 1980s and 1990s that favoured climates of ruthless competition 
and prioritising economic gain by any means possible above all else, and discussed in Chapter One of 
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this thesis,  so too is the entirety of the social field understood in neoliberal economic terms. As a 
vehicle of biopower, neoliberalism curates, controls, analyses and defines society, insisting as a 
means of self-justifying rhetoric and of dissolving cognitive dissonance that the reach of economic 
logic extends to all societal and institutional apparatuses. This predacious ideology mediates societal 
notions such as democracy, justice and freedom through economic filters, designating, as Evans and 
Giroux argue, ‘which issues, communities, and people are acknowledged, which are exploited, which 
are criminalized, and which are simply ignored.’115 In the case of Calderón’s government and the 
Mexican State, as will be discussed in the remaining chapters of this thesis, the drug war dead are 
represented collectively as a homogenous statistic, as a necessary and anticipated outcome of 
warfare and, finally, many of the innocent victims are criminalised through associations with illicit 
activities while their families struggles remain ignored.  
In more recent scholarship, Judith Butler examines how human lives have become a material 
element of war with the loss of certain lives constituting statistics rather than an example of human 
suffering.116 As Butler elaborates in her book Frames of War (2010): 
My point, which is hardly new but bears repeating, is that whether and how we respond 
to the suffering of others, how we formulate moral criticisms, how we articulate 
political analyses, depends upon a certain field of perceptible reality having already 
been established. This field of perceptible reality is one in which the notion of the 
recognizable human is formed and maintained over and against what cannot be named 
or regarded as the human – a figure of the non-human that negatively determines the 
recognizably human.117 
This field of perceptible reality to which Butler refers is established by the ruling authority, which in 
the case of Calderón’s war is the federal government. This reality, which can be seen as a discursive 
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formation in Foucauldian terms and as will be explored in the following section, thus determines and 
curates which lives count as human and therefore valued and which stand in opposition to this and 
thereby constitute what Butler terms ungrievable lives. Butler examines the role of photography 
within the framework of war and how, as an instrument of representation, the photographic image 
impacts cultural and political perceptions of war and its victims, as will be further explored in 
Chapter Four of this thesis. While Butler acknowledges that such imagery can sensationalise events 
and foster a climate of identification and empathy, she argues it can also render ‘insensate certain 
losses whose open mourning might challenge the rationale of war itself.’118 In this vein, Butler’s work 
on grievable lives will be crucial in in my analyses of the photographic works analysed in Chapters 
Four and Five of this thesis.  
Discourses and resistance 
  Fundamental to the perpetuation of neoliberal capitalist systems of government and 
Foucault’s ideas of power and discipline is an understanding of the role of discourse, which I will 
examine below.  
In his writing in The History of Sexuality (1978), Foucault highlights the crucially nuanced role of 
discourse in relation to power. Foucault argues that discourse constitutes both an effect and 
instrument of power, and in the same vein, of resistance. That is to say, discourse is not subservient 
to power and can in fact provide an obstacle to the exercise of power, thus rendering it equally 
complicit with resistance.119 Arguably, each of the visual texts analysed in this thesis constitutes and 
is constituted by discourses of power or resistance. Given the public’s rapid disillusionment with the 
new regime, the majority of these discourses function as obstacles to power such as the 
documentary features in Chapter Three which collate evidence to contest the validity of the 2006 
presidential elections. Similarly, the anti-war movement represented in Chapter Five contradicts 
government discourses of power that have tried to label those killed in the drug war as complicit in 
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the narcotics trade. For instance Mónica González’s photoseries Geografía del dolor (2011) / 
Geography of pain provides a direct response to insidious government rhetoric through its 
portraiture of families affected, supplying visual examples of their experience as well as their own 
accounts of their trauma.  
Foucault proposes that discourse ‘transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also 
undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart.’120 The transmission of 
power through discourse is best explained via Foucault’s concept of discursive formations. Foucault 
suggests that truth is produced by discourse, truth thus constituting a discursive formation, given 
that it is through discourse that particular forms of truth are documented and thus legitimised.121  
These truths, or discursive formations, play a crucial role in power relations by working to reinforce 
and bolster mechanisms of control. These mechanisms, however, also provide the conditions for the 
construction of truth. As Foucault explains: 
Each society has a regime of truth, “its general politics” of truth: that is, the types of 
discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances 
which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is 
sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; 
the status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true.122   
The concept of truth as a discursive formation is apparent in the government’s dealings with the 
drug cartels. In her book Narcoland (2010) Anabel Hernández identifies the farce that is the 
government’s supposed measures against the growing threat of the cartels by revealing extensive 
examples of State corruption and institutional collusion with drug criminals.123 National security 
officials and Federal Police representatives such a Genaro García Luna, Secretary of public security 
under Calderón, retained their posts despite ample evidence and direct and substantiated 
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accusations against them.124 However given the privileged position in authority that such officials 
possess, these claims against them do not function in society as true, to use Foucault’s words. In this 
way, discourse contributes greatly to the functioning of power relations. Similarly, and as will be 
explored in the remaining chapters of this thesis, counter-discourse, or discourse in support of 
resistance, also plays a significant role in power relations.  
Foucault’s work attempts to analyse power yet these analyses are not simply limited to power’s 
exertion; in addition, his work examines the ways resistance to power manifests. As Foucault asserts 
in the History of Sexuality (1978), ‘where there is power there is resistance’.125 Foucault describes 
resistance as an ‘irreducible opposite’ to power, existing in the same way power does, not localised 
or acquirable but instead through exertion. There is a plurality of resistances at any given time and 
these points of resistance are ‘mobile and transitory’ affecting different groupings of individuals at 
different times and constantly shifting and adapting.  As Foucault explains: 
Just as the network of power relations ends by forming a dense web that passes 
through apparatuses and institutions, without being exactly localized in them, so too 
the swarm of points of resistance traverses social stratifications and individual 
unities.126 
Foucault’s comments are almost premonitory with his reference to networks resulting in a web: it is 
precisely the role of technologies such as the internet that has contributed to increasing the spread 
and prolificacy of resistance. The Zapatista uprising in Chiapas, Mexico in the year 1994 utilised the 
internet successfully converting its fight from ‘a war of the flea’ to ‘war of the swarm’.127 As one US 
military research report noted the war of the swarm has no ‘central leadership or command 
structure; it is multi-headed, impossible to decapitate.’128 The use of social media as part of this 
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resistance adds a further dimension to the idea of the swarm as a unified collective moving or 
operating in an unfixed location. As will be examined in Chapter Three the fabrication of Luis 
Mandoki’s documentary feature relied heavily on audio and video evidence requested and supplied 
via social media, adding a further element of legitimacy to its argument given the abundance of the 
information acquired as well as the geographical breadth of its suppliers.  
Both authoritative institutions and the groups that resist them rely on power relations in order to 
function. Resistance, much like the individual, is therefore within power and not outside of it.  Acts 
of resistance are present in many of the chapters of this thesis. As the struggle for posthegemony 
between weakening institutional authority and the burgeoning menace of the cartels intensifies, 
Mexican citizens are left with little recourse to power. This struggle is seen, for instance, in the 
second part of Chapter Six within my analyses of Bernardo Ruiz’s documentary Reportero (2012) 
[Reporter]; here I identify that journalists under increasing duress to report safely on the events of 
the drug war have formed groups of resistance to nurture and support colleagues to pursue their 
civic right to democratic reporting. Acts of resistance provide alternatives to traditional channels of 
power that are typically saturated by the competing and overlapping capitalist interests of 
centralised government and the cartels. The history of independent journalism in Mexico and the 
longstanding relationship of the news media with hegemonic institutions of control are also 
explored in depth in the final chapter of this thesis.  
Resistance is a key theme in each of the chapters of this thesis, seen in the obvious form of protest 
as well as the artists’ work itself. The visual texts discussed in the coming chapters all provide 
examples of counter-discourse in support of alternative truths and different nodes of resistance to 
power. From the expository documentaries discussed in Chapter Three offering new insights into 
divisive presidential elections and the exertion of power in the forms of fraud and militarisation as a 
means of repressing dissent, or the intense and intimate portraits of Chapter Five that reveal the 
effects of the current regime of power on the nation's citizens, to the slow-moving depictions of 
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daily life and the impacts of violence on society as captured in the films of Chapter Six. Each of the 
remaining chapters in this thesis serve to highlight, via the close analysis of its visual representation, 
the ongoing power struggle between the cartels and the State as well as the that of the Mexican 
people affected and afflicted by the conflict.  
Foucault’s study of the nature and mechanisms that constitute control are particularly relevant to 
my discussions of Calderón’s sexenio as it represents the nadir of the violent conflict between the 
multifarious agents of power all competing for authority, legitimacy and representation in society. 
Employing Foucault’s theories in this thesis allows for the detailed examination of the complex layers 
of power at work in Mexico during this period as represented in the visual texts identified.  For 
instance in Chapter Three the framework will be applied as a means of examining the electoral 
process and its manipulation as represented in Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? 
(2010) / 0.56%: What happened to Mexico?, as well as in reference to Luis Mandoki’s Fraude: 
México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006 and its use of phone footage captured and contributed 
by citizens as a means of contesting the election through non-traditional means. The Foucauldian 
approach will provide a suitable framework for the study of these discourses in the context of the 
socio-historical period as well as the increasing fragility of power relations between the State and 
the cartels as well as the State and the people. It will equally provide a basis for discussions on the 
transition to the disposability of human life during the Calderón government as linked to the 
theories on violence explored in the next section of this chapter.  
Violence Theory 
As a symptom of and response to the debilitating state of power relations in Mexico, violence 
is a key theme linking the different chapters of this thesis. Though many prominent theorists have 
broached the subject of violence from distinct angles, for instance Giorgio Agamben on the limits 
and meaning of violence in On the Limits of Violence (1970), Hannah Arendt on the nature and 
significance of violence in On Violence (1970) or more recently Slavoj Žižek on the links between 
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systemic violence and the rise of globalisation in Violence (2012), it is the seminal work of Walter 
Benjamin in Critique of Violence (1921) with its focus on law and justice that provide the foundations 
for my discussions of violence in contemporary Mexico. Upon its publication, Critique of Violence 
remained largely unnoticed by Benjamin’s academic and intellectual coevals.129 However, Benjamin 
famously stated that:  
For the historical index of the images not only says that they belong to a particular time; 
it says, above all, that they attain to legibility only at a particular time. And, indeed, this 
acceding 'to legibility' constitutes a specific critical point in the movement at their 
interior.130 
In the same vein I argue, in agreement with Brendan Moran and Carlo Salzani, that Benjamin’s essay 
has entered its period of legibility in the past thirty years, now constituting a ‘central and, for many, 
unavoidable reference in philosophico-political debates.’131 Despite writing in the 1920s, Benjamin’s 
work provides a pertinent framework for reading a contemporary societal context: the links 
Benjamin identifies between politics and violence are relevant still and continue to inform current 
studies of violence such as Slavoj Žižek’s Violence (2012). Nonetheless, I will also engage with the 
work of Hannah Arendt in On Violence for a post-Second World War perspective on violence. 
Similarly, Judith Butler and Slavoj Žižek will inform my later discussions of violence in this thesis, 
particularly in reference to representation and the photographic camera lens.  
Walter Benjamin  
The opening line of Benjamin’s essay on violence states, ‘The task of a critique of violence 
can be summarized as that of expounding its relation to law and justice.’132 From the very initiation 
of Benjamin’s discussions on violence, he highlights the intrinsic importance of its links to legality 
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and the effectuation of justice. However, Benjamin does not simply identify connections with 
violence and the law but instead argues that there exists a progenitive relationship between these 
entities. Benjamin aligns the existence and use of violence with established systems of authority 
when he suggests that violence plays a generative role in the creation of law and justice while 
simultaneously constituting a product of law and justice in itself.  
Benjamin develops this complicated argument initially by breaking down law into two distinct types. 
The first, natural law, denotes a type of action pursued by violence towards ‘just ends’ and is, 
according to Benjamin, ‘the predominant feature of a main current of legal philosophy’.133 In 
accordance with this view ‘violence is a product of nature, as it were a raw material, the use of 
which is in no way problematical, unless force is misused for unjust ends.’134 That is to say violence 
for the sake of justice. The second type of law is positive law where violence is seen as a product of 
historical precedent. In this instance, violence is perceived as keeping with the foundations of law. 
Benjamin explains of the two types, ‘If justice is the criterion of ends, legality is that of means.’135 
Thus, natural law is vindicated by its supposed just ends, while positive law ensures the justness of 
its ends by legalising its means. To wit, legal ends are those that fall within pre-established law while 
natural suggests the implementation of new laws after the fact, where violence creates new laws 
that subsequently render its effectuation as legal. Employing the European systems of law in use at 
the time of writing as his base of study, Benjamin argues that these legal systems consciously 
attempt to curb the use of violence for natural ends by pre-empting such actions with the 
establishment of legal ends that ultimately limit access to power and restrict such violence to the 
legal powers. As such Benjamin suggests that ‘law sees violence in the hands of individuals as a 
danger undermining the legal system’, not because it places the validity of the legal system in 
jeopardy, but instead because ‘a system of legal ends cannot be maintained if natural ends are 
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anywhere still pursued violently.’136 It is not the breaking of laws that provides an issue of concern 
for the legal system but, alternatively, that such violence could topple the delicate structures of 
control held in place by established law. An example of such a concern that is relevant to 
contemporary Mexico, though not explored in this thesis, is the emergence of various autodefensa 
groups in Mexico, predominantly in the States of Guerrero and Michoacán. Citizens in these 
territories resorted to violent means, the use of weapons and intimidation tactics, to eradicate cartel 
activity in their communities when the formal militarisation strategy resulted ineffective. In response 
to this uprising, the Mexican government forced the groups to relinquish their weapons and join an 
official federal force known as Cuerpo de Defensa Rural / Rural Defence Body, a voluntary militia 
used to support federal troops. This forced subdual and subsequent takeover of the community’s 
self-defence initiative constitutes an act of violence on the part of the federal government in order 
to attain legal ends.   
In his discussions of the individuals’ access to violence, Benjamin acknowledges the workers’ right to 
strike as the only form of legalised violence allotted to the individual. He concedes, however, that 
the ‘nonaction’ of withdrawing from work is not in itself violent but instead a way to evade the 
violence circuitously inflicted by the employer.137 Benjamin elaborates: 
The moment of violence, however, is necessarily introduced, in the form of extortion, 
into such an omission, if it takes place in the context of a conscious readiness to resume 
the suspended action under certain circumstances that either have nothing whatever to 
do with this action or only superficially modify it.138 
Benjamin here suggests that when used to extort, and therefore not its intended purpose, strike 
action can constitute an act of violence. I argue, in addition to Benjamin’s claims, that protest too 
constitutes the legal allowance of the exertion of violence by individuals. In keeping with his views 
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on unionised strike action, it is clear that organised peaceful protest is also opposed to the power of 
the State and constitutes ‘the right to use force in attaining certain ends’,139 if that force is the idea 
of legal extraction by coercion rather than physical violence. This is evidenced for example in the 
case of Andrés Manuel López Obrador and his supporters’ sustained occupation of the main Zócalo 
in Mexico City in the year 2006, as will be explored in Chapter Three of this thesis. Such a seemingly 
interminable mobilisation of protestors paralysed the city and thus demanded action from the State. 
According to Benjamin’s assertions this constituted an act of extortion which he in turn defines as an 
act of violence. Just as with Benjamin’s example of the strike, not all protest is met with extreme 
hostility by the government; it is only when the State considers a protest, or strike, as a threat to 
juridical stability that it confronts the situation inimically.140 In Benjamin’s conception of violence, it 
is the law-making ability of violence that brings about such fear in institutional authority. Such a 
generative capacity allotted to violence threatens the current stability enjoyed by the system with 
the possibility of imposing new measures that could entirely unseat old laws. Thus the protest, like 
the strike, can modify the system, demand change and exact its own law-making precedent-
constructing form of violence towards legal ends. A further example can be seen in the events of the 
October 1968 student protest against the ruling priísta regime in Mexico, which was met with 
violent repression by the government and resulted in hundreds dead.141 Despite its suppression this 
event, known as the Tlatelolco Massacre, continues to influence political culture and directly 
affected the stability of the ruling government in part due to the emergence of discourses of scrutiny 
including Elena Poniatowska’s La Noche de Tlatelolco (1971) that challenged the official 
representation of events.142 In more recent years the success of Layda Negrete and Roberto 
Hernández’s documentary feature Presunto Culpable (2010), which centred on the insufficiencies of 
the Mexican legal system, made a case for legal reform. Despite the film’s unprecedented 
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popularity, it was initially met with an act of institutional violence in the form of censorship.143 
Nevertheless, the ban was lifted and in December 2011 the film succeeded in securing reforms to 
the Federal Penal Code, including an alteration that would punish officials that wrongfully imprison 
individuals who are later found to be innocent.144 These examples form part of a trend where 
protest and the discourses that accompany it, have emerged as a symbol of change and social 
activism in the latter part of the twentieth and earlier twenty-first centuries.  
Benjamin’s suggestion that the justice system itself is constructed on self-justified violence is shared 
by theorist Slavoj Žižek, who argues in his book Violence (2012) that this systemic violence 
constitutes ‘the often catastrophic consequences of the smooth functioning of our economic and 
political systems.’145 In agreement with my understanding of Foucault’s work on power and 
discourse, both Žižek and Benjamin maintain that the very roots and laws controlling our society are 
those which propagate violence throughout it. However, while Benjamin’s focus remains on violence 
in keeping with or as a means of establishing law, Žižek adds to this what he terms ‘subjective’ 
violence. That is to say, visible manifestations of violence that emerge as a result of the conditions of 
systemic violence, whether these be acts of crime, terror, civil unrest, international conflict or 
similar.146 Žižek’s views align closely with Foucault’s exploration of systems of control alongside my 
addition of neoliberal political regimes of authority engendering biopolitical conditions where 
human life is seen solely as a resource that can be used without afterthought in the waging of wars. 
These public manifestations of violence to which Žižek refers are present for example in the 
escalating number of people murdered as a result of the drug war as examined in Chapter Four; 
however, these instances tend to form the backdrop to these visual narratives which serve as 
vehicles of perspective that allow the viewer to look past obvious instances of subjective violence 
towards the endemic institutional violence that lurks beneath the surface.  
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Outbursts of terror and brutality in Mexico have reached alarming heights since Calderón’s 
inauguration to executive power and as a result the value of human life has plummeted to significant 
lows, as evidenced by the government’s perfidious practice of justifying citizen deaths by associating 
them with cartel activities.147 This link between violence and the value of human life is examined by 
Benjamin in his discussions of capital punishment, where he relates the highest violence as 
embodied by life and death. Benjamin argues that its ‘purpose is not to punish the infringement of 
law but to establish new law. For in the exercise of violence over life and death more than in any 
other legal act, law reaffirms itself.’148 Though capital punishment has not been legal in Mexico since 
the year 2005 and is not directly relevant to any of the socio-historic incidents discussed in this 
thesis, there are links between this form of punishment and the trend towards the State’s total 
devaluation of human life in Calderón’s sexenio. When the government aligns the drug war dead 
with implications of sinister behaviour, they are affirming the validity of these deaths under 
established law. By extension, the State could be said to enable these deaths, even authorise them 
as with capital punishment, as the dogma of the law would permit extreme violence against such 
individuals and their ostensibly confirmed role as ‘implicated in the trade of illicit drugs’ re-affirms 
the legal right to exert such a sentence on them. Thus in the eyes of the State these murders, 
whether committed by an authority such as the military or the police or by drug cartels, are 
warranted and preserving legal ends. Similarly, Calderón has publicly referred to the victims of the 
drug war as necessary cost of the war, one that could be anticipated from its outset,149 a further 
indication that the Calderón administration sanctions this loss of life. In my discussions of violence 
and the value of human life in this thesis, I will also make reference to the work of Judith Butler. 
Butler’s work on what she terms ‘grievable lives’ aligns precisely with my understanding of the 
implications of capital punishment according to Benjamin. Using my discussions of Benjamin’s 
theories on violence in this chapter as a springboard for discussions in the rest of the thesis, I will 
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expand on ideas of non-grievable lives in contemporary Mexican society and focus my analyses in 
Chapters Four and Five on the work of Butler and in the contexts of war and the role of 
photography.  
Hannah Arendt, On Violence (1970) 
 Arendt’s examination of violence in many ways aligns with and builds on Benjamin’s work in 
violence as linked to means and ends. This section will elucidate further on Hannah Arendt’s study of 
the term violence in her book On Violence (1970) as a means of reinforcing my discussions of 
violence in this thesis. Though Benjamin’s work provides a solid foundation for my investigations on 
conflict and brutality, it is the more contemporary work of Arendt, alongside that of Slavoj Žižek, 
Judith Butler and Achille Mbembe, that will inform my close visual textual analyses in the chapters to 
come.  
In the opening pages of her book On Violence, an expanded version of the essay ‘Reflections on 
Violence’ (1969) published a year earlier in the ‘Journal of International Affairs’ by the School of 
International Affairs at Columbia University, Arendt notes in agreement with Friedrich Engels that 
‘violence—as distinct from power, force, or strength—always needs implements.’150 This reference 
to tools or means as crucial to the effectuation of violence links closely to Benjamin’s bifurcated 
definition of violence in relation to the law. In keeping with Benjamin’s concepts of both natural law, 
that is to say violence used to create law after the fact, and positive law, whereby the use of violence 
is seen as keeping with the foundations of law and used to restore order, Arendt argues that the 
‘very substance of violent action is ruled by the question of means and ends’.151 Thus, like Benjamin, 
Arendt proposes the use of violent means to attain certain ends. Arendt employs this framework of 
means and ends in her examination of the concepts of violence and power, which she sees as wholly 
distinct from one another. In Arendt’s view ‘Violence is by nature instrumental’ and therefore relies 
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upon guidance as well as justification in order to reach the ends it is used to pursue.152 That is to say, 
violence must be directed and similarly requires justification for its use to achieve certain ends. This 
justification exists in both Benjamin’s natural and positive laws where the former represents the 
need to create law to establish order and the latter the need to maintain order in accordance with 
pre-existing law. This stands in direct opposition to Arendt’s view of power which she labels ‘an end 
in itself.’153 Thus, similar to Foucault, Arendt posits that power, unlike violence, cannot be wielded or 
contained. Instead, while power does not require justification it does require legitimacy,154 which is 
typically derived from quantifiable and recognisable support for this power. That is to say a group of 
people that have come together in support of an individual figure or another group or government 
and hence empowering them through their unity. Thus in chronological terms Arendt predicates that 
power relies on the past for its legitimacy and violence on the future for its justification.155 
Unlike Benjamin, however, Arendt’s study of violence is not limited to the law. Her concern lies 
chiefly in establishing a definition of violence within conflict, as well as the terms often used in 
tandem with or as synonyms for violence. Arendt contends with the work of theorists such as Karl 
Marx whom she argues ‘was aware of the role of violence in history, but this role was to him 
secondary’,156 and laments the lack of theoretical attention paid to violence at the time of writing 
linking it closely to both history and politics. In support of this argument, Arendt cites the then ‘last 
edition of the Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences’ in which ‘“violence” does not even rate an 
entry.’157 This is something that her own writing on violence attempts to address, in part, by offering 
conceptual definitions of terms that she notes are held to be synonymous, namely power, strength, 
force, authority and violence.  
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Though Arendt insists that violence is distinct if not opposite to power, her definition of the former 
relies heavily on the latter. What is particularly interesting about Arendt’s proposed relationship 
between power and violence is that while ‘Violence can destroy power; it is utterly incapable of 
creating it.’158 This is to say that though violence can be used as part of power its exclusive use in 
place of power will ultimately destroy the power it was used to justify. Unlike Benjamin’s generative 
view of violence as a method of creating law after the fact, Arendt sees violence as wholly 
destructive arguing that although a tool of power it can never replace or produce power through its 
use. This idea can be applied to the Calderón administration’s use of violence via its escalation of the 
national war on drugs. As argued in Chapter One and explored in more detail in Chapter Three, due 
to the chary and widely unaccepted result of the 2006 presidential elections, the legitimacy of 
Calderón’s mandate to rule  was problematic from the off. Many commentators on the subject argue 
that Calderón launched  a renewed effort to combat the drug war as a means of legitimising his claim 
to power and to prove his ability to govern.159 In this sense, Calderón used violent means to 
vindicate his position of authority. However, according to Arendt, power cannot be legitimised after 
the fact and violence can never produce power, rendering Calderón’s drug war initiative both a 
dangerous and potentially futile attempt to recoup any legitimacy he may have once possessed. The 
specific application of Arendtian theory on violence to Calderón’s drug war initiative will be explored 
in greater detail in Chapter Three of this thesis.  
In her focus on violence as instrumental, Arendt’s work overlooks the possibility of institutional 
violence or violence located within political power as opposed simply to being exercised by it. Arendt 
states that ‘Power is indeed of the essence of all government, but violence is not.’160 However, more 
recent theoretical analyses on violence by, for instance, Slavoj Žižek suggests that violence exists 
within and as part of systems of control. Therefore in this thesis violence and power will be regarded 
as interconnected concepts which together ‘form a continuum in which relations of domination and 
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power are established, but also continuously resisted, modified, inverted, and negotiated.’161 
Though Arendt’s definition of power is useful in its alignment with her definition of violence, for the 
purposes of this thesis, it remains too simplistic and short-sighted in its scope. She reduces the 
concept to a short paragraph that defines power as ‘belong[ing] to a group and remain[ing] in 
existence only as long as the group keeps together.’162 While in keeping with Foucault, Arendt argues 
that power is not the property of one individual, her reliance on power as property nonetheless 
dilutes the definition of a complex and ubiquitous concept. It is Arendt’s attempt to provide a 
definition of violence in relation to war, history and politics where the former is not relegated as a 
secondary phenomenon that will be useful to the analysis of the visual texts in this thesis.  
Having dealt with my theoretical framework for violence in the above sections, the final part of this 
chapter will contend with Jacques Derrida’s study of hauntology, providing theoretical context for 
my discussions of past trauma and haunting prevalent in these chapters.  
Jacques Derrida and Hauntology 
Such violence and instability in Mexico’s present is buttressed and paralleled by similar 
conditions in its past. In order to examine and demonstrate the relevance of these violent contexts 
with regard to the visual cultural output discussed in this thesis and its representation of the socio-
political present, I will engage below with the theory of Jacques Derrida specifically in relation to 
hauntology.  
In 1993 Jacques Derrida gave a series of lectures at ‘Whither Marxism?’, a conference organised to 
discuss the fate of Marxism after the global collapse of communism. These lectures were later 
assembled into the book Specters of Marx (1994). The title of Derrida’s book is a reference to The 
Communist Manifesto (1848) written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, which begins, ‘A spectre is 
haunting Europe – the spectre of communism.’163 As is clear from this allusion, Derrida considers the 
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spectre as a conceptual metaphor and thus the study of spectrality, as Fredric Jameson notes, ‘does 
not involve the conviction that ghosts exist.’164 However, defining the spectral is no simple task.  As 
Derrida elaborates, the spectral scholar is ‘capable, beyond the opposition between presence and 
non-presence, actuality and in actuality, life and non-life, of thinking the possibility of the specter, 
the specter as possibility.’165 It is the in-between nature of the spectral that resists definition. Though 
in his seminal text Specters Derrida uses the ghost of Hamlet’s father as an example of haunting and 
the spectre, spectrality is not anchored to such figurations.  In his writings the figure of the ghost is 
used as a vehicle for explorations of haunting and its socio-cultural functions. The spectre works as a 
conceptual metaphor with a widespread presence in cultural representation, which as Mieke Bal 
suggests differs from regular metaphor as the ‘dynamic comparative interaction’ it produces, does 
not simply evoke an idea or image but instead a ‘discourse or system of producing knowledge’.166 
While a ghost is simply a figure from the past returned to haunt the present, Bal’s idea of the spectre 
suggests a more generative entity. Unlike the simple idea of the ghost, as a conceptual metaphor the 
spectre evolves the haunting relationship between past and present from a collision to a dialogue.  
Thus in the Foucauldian sense of discourse and its relationship to power, the spectral can be used as 
a theoretical mechanism for analytical study. My analyses seek to identify the way such spectral 
discourses indicate rifts in memory and highlight the fragile state of power relations between the 
elected authority and its citizens as a symptom of intensifying drug war violence. 
In this way, since the 1990s spectrality or hauntology, a near-homonymic play-on-words in French 
with ‘ontology’, has been employed as a diagnostic tool to investigate political, ethical and social 
concerns.167 As such spectrality has wide-reaching critical scope in contemporary cultural theory. As 
opposed to the being and presence denoted by ontology, hauntology designates a presence that is 
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non-presence, a contradiction that is equally an affirmation. It is predominantly within the realms of 
collective history, memory and trauma that this thesis will engage with hauntology. Instead of the 
ghostly figure, it is historical events and their memory that haunt the present, and through this 
action demand to be considered, and perhaps dealt with, in the present form. As Jameson argues of 
the spectre ‘all it says, if it can be thought to speak, is that the living present is scarcely as self-
sufficient as it claims to be; that we would do well not to count on its density and solidity, which 
might under exceptional circumstances betray us.’168 Thus the presence/non-presence of the spectre 
challenges the established structures and certainties of the present and as Colin Davis indicates 
‘…spectres gesture to a still unformulated future.’169 Davis’ observation suggests that by confronting 
the instability of our present via the reflective analytical tool of the spectre, it is possible in some 
capacity to impact the future. My research into visual representations of changing power dynamics 
in Mexico is not moored in the past but itself in dialogue with different moments in history and time 
and equally to the potential future that such contexts implicate. My discussions of hauntology in the 
visual works discussed are particularly relevant to Chapters Four and Five concerning the non-
presence/non-absence of the drug war’s dead and disappeared victims in the photographic frame as 
well as Chapter Six with regard to the impact of the dead on those that survive them. 
The field of hauntology has political, ethical and conceptual potential particularly in relation to 
history and memory. As Pilar Blanco and Peeren suggest ‘All history and memory may indeed be 
spectral in some sense, but understanding the effects of particular instances requires careful 
contextualization and conceptual delimitation.’170 Given the ambiguity in identifying and classifying 
the spectral, understanding hauntology too remains complicated. On the one hand, hauntology has 
the capacity to highlight the narrative aspects of historical discourse by suggesting an alternative 
version of events that differs from official record. In conjunction with Foucauldian concepts of 
discursive formations whereby discourse yields narratives of truth, traditionally so too does 
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historical discourse rely upon the system of authority and mechanisms of control to impose itself as 
an agreed legitimate rendition of history. However, it must be acknowledged that these forms of 
truth-creation and official history have since been undermined by new approaches and theory 
advanced by the new historicism literary movement. This school of thought negates discourse’s role 
as the purveyor of unchanging truth and acknowledges the complicit nature of certain analytical 
tools and practices in reinforcing and elaborating archaic notions of history and its understanding. 
Nonetheless, the multiple versions of historical events that exist have the potential to haunt the 
present by interrupting the smooth functioning of societal systems, to use Žižek’s words, and further 
questioning the validity of these structures in the present and the future. As Pilar Blanco and Pereen 
suggest:  
…studies of ghosts and haunting can do more than obsessively recall a fixed past; in an 
active, dynamic engagement, they may reveal the insufficiency of the present moment, 
as well as the disconsolation and erasures of the past and a tentative hopefulness for 
future resolutions.171   
Such ruptures in historical narratives manifest like open wounds that must be addressed properly in 
order to heal the structures of society and thus secure a more stable and reliable future.172 Sigmund 
Freud examined the process through which memory of trauma could become a longstanding 
psychological wound.173 Freud found that patients revisited traumatic past events via dreams or 
visions as a means of contending with the trauma. In his own words ‘It is as though these patients 
had not yet finished with the traumatic situation, as though they were still faced by it as an 
immediate task which had not been dealt with.’174 It is through this process of re-living and re-
enactment that the subject can confront and ultimately master their trauma. In the same vein, 
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Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock relates spectral discourse to trauma by suggesting that ‘the presence of a 
symptom demonstrates the subject’s failure to internalize a past event, in which something from the 
past emerges to disrupt the present.’175 Indeed Pilar Blanco and Peeren go so far as to suggest that 
the characteristics and qualities that scholars use to define the spectral, such as being possessed and 
particularly by a past event or image, are ‘fully consonant’ with ‘the terms used to describe the 
affective qualities of trauma.’176 The etymological roots of the word ‘trauma’ itself locate it within 
the Greek referent of ‘wound’, thus aligning the visual tangible qualities of the open wound with an 
internal psychological trauma. Building on the psychoanalytical work of Freud, post-traumatic stress 
is now understood as a ‘symptom of history’ as well as of the unconscious.177 Cathy Caruth labels 
traumatised individuals as historical subjects arguing that they ‘carry an impossible history within 
them or they become themselves the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely possess.’178 
Trauma and ghosts alike seek to reveal an alternative rendition of events, an unacknowledged truth 
that holds them in their perpetual state of non-presence/non-absence. Because it is unresolved, 
trauma haunts through its refusal to disappear and to remain in the past. Instead it perturbs and 
disrupts the present through its constant reappearance and forced interruptions. As such, haunting 
is a symptom of trauma, an indication of the need to resolve issues of the past in order to contend 
with the problems of both the present and the unknown future.  
In Mexico there are many collective traumatic memories that remain unresolved in the national 
consciousness. An epitomic example of this trauma is the government instigated repression of the 
student protests in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas, in Tlatelolco on 2 of October 1968. The Tlatelolco 
massacre was a watershed moment in Mexican history: the State had ordered the killing of middle-
class urban youths in the country’s own capital, these were not rural peasants labelled as radical and 
threatening to authority and therefore more easily disappeared or eliminated. The murder of 
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peaceful protesters in the Tlatelolco neighbourhood of the Federal District functioned as an 
unmasking of authoritarian regime in power. The insidious nature of the repression, that witnessed 
peaceful protestors corralled and murdered by furtive police and military agents, has resulted in 
ongoing public mistrust of the State. This particular trauma continues to  resurface  in many visual 
texts including films such Jorge Fons’ Rojo amanecer (1989) and Carlos Bolado’s Tlatelolco: verano de 
68 (2013), Richard Dindo’s documentary feature No olvido, ni perdón (2004) as well as artistic works 
such as Adolpho Mexiac’s image Freedom of Speech (1968). However, the continued subdual of civil 
society in the country, as will be observed in Chapter Five of this thesis, stands as testament to the 
unresolved nature of this past trauma. Each present-day injustice seen in the violent suppression of 
peaceful protests carries the mark of Tlatelolco and resuscitates collective feelings of injustice, 
corruption and authoritarian leadership. The Dirty Wars of the 1960s and 1970s where conflict 
between the PRI government and guerrilla groups, resulted in mass government-induced 
disappearances of guerrillas as well as reports of organised torture provides a further example of 
collective trauma.  The layering of further unresolved historical traumas occurring on a national scale 
has created a palimpsest of historical trauma that remains a psychological burden on the collective 
memory. This thesis, therefore, will attempt to identify the spectral aspects of present-day protests 
as both a symptom of and metaphor for historical traumas of the past.  
The pervasive nature of the spectral extends from the roots of history to present-day discourse, 
generating layers of meaning and enhancing the comprehensive understanding of events. For this 
reason, I will examine the key events of Calderón’s sexenio as well the visual works that represent 
them via the theoretical framework of hauntology. It is with recourse to the past that the concerns 
and emerging difficulties of the present can be understood fully.  
Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined the primary theoretical frameworks that will inform and support 
my readings of the visual texts selected. The ideas of Foucault, Butler, Benjamin, Arendt, Žižek and 
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Derrida will all provide the overarching frameworks for this thesis to notions of power, violence and 
hauntology. While Benjamin and Foucault’s respective theories on violence and power will be 
relevant throughout this thesis, work such as that of Butler and Arendt will assist in my readings of 
specific socio-historical instances explored in the different chapters of this thesis. Butler’s notion of 
precarious life in the context of war will inform my analyses in Chapters Four, Five and Six, while 
Arendt’s writing on violence and conflict in the wake of the Second World War will be applied 
specifically to Chapter Four and the definition of the ongoing narco conflict as an example of war 
waging.  
Given the intermedial nature of this thesis, I will engage with further visual and cultural theory 
regarding the different mediums discussed and locating them within the rhetoric of my primary 
theorists. With recourse to these frameworks, my analyses will highlight the changing power 
dynamics experienced during Calderón’s sexenio as represented in the artistic celluloid works 
identified in the introduction. These dynamics between the State, the public and the drug cartels are 
seen in the shifting power relations among these groups to which violence remains both a symptom 
and a response.  
The next chapter of this thesis will home in on the divisive 2006 presidential elections. In Chapter 
Three I will apply the theoretical frameworks elaborated on in this chapter, namely that of Foucault 
and Benjamin, to analyse two documentaries that focus on the elections: Luis Mandoki’s Fraude: 
México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006 and Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? 
(2010) / 0.56%: What happened to Mexico? As the first chapter to analyse visual works directly, 
Chapter Three will provide a transition between the historical and theoretical chapters that 
introduced this thesis as well as further elucidating the climate of uncertainty that characterised 
Calderón’s succession to office.  
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CHAPTER THREE  
2006 Presidential Elections 
 
La elección presidencial del 2 de julio de 2006 en México ha suscitado un nivel de 
confrontación y polarización nunca antes visto en este país. / The presidential 
election of 2 July 2006 has sparked a level of confrontation and polarisation never 
seen before in this country. 179 
Introduction 
Felipe Calderón’s journey to Los Pinos was marred by accusations of fraud and claims of 
illegitimacy. As examined in Chapter One of this thesis, Calderón emerged unexpectedly as the 
Partido Acción Nacional’s (PAN)/ National Action Party  nominee for the 2006 presidential race,180 
and for months trailed behind the leading Partido de la Revolución Democrática (PRD) / Party of the 
Democratic Revolution candidate and former Mexico City mayor Andrés Manuel López Obrador. 
When the results of the elections were announced on 2 July 2006, Calderón was named the winner 
by a narrow margin of about 0.6%. Accusations of electoral fraud and subsequent mass civil protests 
impugned the legitimacy of the elections and Calderón’s win. The margin of victory would later 
reduce to 0.56% after ongoing public dissent compelled the electoral institution to perform partial 
recounts of the ballots.181 These highly contested elections set the tenor for Calderón’s rise to power 
and the period of social and political instability that followed. Although the context and outcome of 
these elections have been explored in part in Chapter One of this thesis, the socio-historical 
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importance of the 2006 presidential elections requires a more in-depth investigation of their impact 
on Mexican society, and on the following turbulent six years of Calderon’s presidency. 
The effectuation, outcome and representation of the 2006 elections will be examined in this chapter 
by using two different documentary film texts that follow the controversy. The first, Luis Mandoki’s 
Fraude: México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006, is one of Mexico’s most-viewed documentary 
features to date.182 Fraude documents the events occurring before, during and after the 2006 
presidential elections, providing visual evidence and testimony of fraud. The film comprises 
Mandoki’s own filming of events, archival footage and amateur recordings sent at Mandoki’s request 
by citizens from all over Mexico. In Fraude, Mandoki uses these sundry visual materials as evidence 
to support the accusations of fraud surrounding the 2006 elections. The second film examined in this 
chapter is Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010) / 0.56%: What happened to 
Mexico? This documentary feature follows left-wing presidential hopeful Andrés Manuel López 
Obrador during his campaign in the run-up to the 2006 Mexican presidential elections. The film’s 
main narrative concern lies in the legitimacy of the electoral process, an issue central to Mexican 
society given its seventy-one year subjection to the pseudo-democracy instilled by the ruling party. 
The narrative continues well into the post-election protests and aftermath of public outrage at what 
is denounced as a manipulation of the vote, exposing the resulting political and social instability 
caused by this publicly disputed outcome.  
As the first chapter to offer analyses of visual texts, this chapter will focus on representations of the 
origins of Calderón’s presidential legacy. Here I will examine contexts and conditions that influenced 
and shaped Calderón’s ascent to power. This chapter will thus contextualise the resulting realities of 
his presidential term-defining war on drugs as explored in the remaining chapters of this thesis. As 
documentary features, both films analysed below share a close relationship with narratives of truth, 
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a key concern in Foucauldian conceptions of power and control, which will be explored further in 
this chapter. 
Documentary theory 
Much like associations with authenticity are seen as concomitant with photography, an 
apocryphal misconception explored in Chapter Four of this thesis, documentary shares a close and 
contested relationship with truth and fact. Therefore, and given the intermedial nature of the texts 
examined in this thesis, it is first necessary to elaborate on the basic precepts of documentary theory 
as a means of highlighting the role of the genre in examining and understanding the controversial 
2006 presidential elections.  
The classification of the documentary genre is notoriously elusive. Pioneering documentary theorist 
Bill Nichols testifies to the medium’s ambiguous nature stating ‘Documentaries adopt no fixed 
inventory of techniques, address no one set of issues, display no single set of forms or styles.’183 
With no set terms, topics or styles that can be used to categorise the medium, it is instead 
commonplace for theorists and critics to consider documentary as a binary opposite with fiction film. 
For instance Michael Renov juxtaposes the two formats arguing ‘Fiction is oriented towards a world, 
non-fiction towards the world’.184 The aphoristic phrasing of this statement acknowledges the 
overlap between documentary and fiction, suggesting it is the filmic approach as tied to its subject 
matter that distinguishes one format from the other. However the predominant implication of 
Renov’s statement is that non-fiction, as opposed to fiction, is fixed in the real. Such associations 
with documentary and fact, reality or authenticity constrain the medium, which is ultimately a 
representation and therefore a limited and singular perspective. The boundaries of authenticity that 
superficially separate fiction from non-fiction are fragile and oscillating. In their study of 
documentary and its subversion Jane Roscoe and Craig Hight argue that documentary exists ‘along a 
fact-fictional continuum, each text constructing relationships with both factual and fictional 
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discourses’.185 Similarly, Nichols writes ‘the gap between life as lived and life as narrativized’ is the 
central space the documentary film occupies.186 Roscoe, Hight and Nichols thus all agree that though 
documentary may seek or appear to represent reality indexically, these representations are 
tempered with and influenced by the tenets of fictional narrative discourse. Nevertheless, as part of 
its most typical didactic or investigative style ‘the documentary tradition relies heavily on being able 
to convey an impression of authenticity’187.  
Both the documentaries examined in this chapter follow what Nichols terms as the ‘expository 
mode’. According to Nichols there are five documentary modes and though the characteristics of 
these modes provide structure to a film, they do not exclusively define or determine a 
documentary.188 Of these five modes, it is the expository mode that is most closely linked to a 
rhetorical framework that consolidates and organises information to advance a particular argument; 
it therefore relies on an informing logic either in the form of titles or narration that address the 
audience.189 Hence the need for, at the very least, association with authenticity. The visual aspects of 
expository style films provide supporting evidence that ‘illustrate, illuminate, evoke, or act in 
counterpoint to what is said.’190 The way that documentary, and more specifically the expository 
mode, employs a mix of footage, titles, voice-overs, poetic association and narrative qualities 
contributes to its status as a rhetorical discourse. In this way, coupled with its links to authenticity, 
documentary is closely related to Foucault’s understanding of discourse, power and truth as 
explored in his books Discipline and Punish (1975) and The History of Sexuality (1976). As explored in 
Chapter Two of this thesis, Foucault posits that truth exists as a result of discourse because it is 
through discourse that particular forms of truth are documented and thus legitimised.191 These 
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truths, or discursive formations due to the nature of their construction, are then used to reaffirm 
and support the powers at work in society that control the mechanisms held to yield truth. Foucault 
refers to each society’s ‘regime of truth’ that is, the types of discourse which it accepts and makes 
function as true’ as well as the means established to legitimise, disseminate and foreground these 
constructed truths. 192 Thus, as opposed to fiction film or other visual representations, documentary 
cinema’s supposed links to fact and the real render it a potent practice of truth forming discourse, 
and not simply an impartial record of events. As John Tagg writes, ‘Like the state, the camera is 
never neutral. The representations it produces are highly coded, and the power it wields is never its 
own’.193 To this end, a documentary text is characterised by the filmmaker’s interpretation of factual 
events. This perspective is conveyed via the filmmaker’s choice of documentary style such as the use 
of the expository mode. The documentary’s ideological influence is particularly important in the 
context of the 2006 Mexican presidential elections. As an exegesis of historical events, these types of 
expository documentaries seek to interrogate and expose mechanisms of power. By its very nature 
the documentary text provides a means of challenging official discourses and questioning the validity 
of official historical accounts. In the cases of Fraude and 0.56%, the mechanism of control 
problematized is seen in the validity of the ballot and the electoral system. An impartial electoral 
system which yields a fair and valid verdict is a paragon of democracy, though not its only defining 
criterion.194 Thus the possibility of fraud in these elections too disturbs the mechanisms of power. As 
will be explored in the sections below, Fraude and 0.56% question the official result generated by 
these elections and, similarly, they question the cogency of Mexico’s democracy, heralded as the 
political alternance achieved in the 2000 presidential elections with the election of panista Vicente 
Fox. 
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Foucault also highlights the crucially nuanced role of discourse in relation to power by emphasising 
that discourse can be an instrument or effect of power, but equally and paradoxically, an obstacle to 
it.195 To this end discourse is not always subservient to power and certain documentaries, such as 
0.56% and Fraude, could be viewed as a sort of counter-discourse, composing new truths that 
contradict official narratives and address historical ambiguities. Douglas Gomery and Robert C. Allen, 
for instance, argue that the documentary filmmaker reveals ‘the “truth” of a social situation to the 
viewer,’196 this truth, however, could support or challenge any number of arguments or 
perspectives. As Foucault proposes ’Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but 
also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart.’197 This is why the 
documentary genre, with its ability to capture and dissect the way systems of power operate, is an 
ideal medium to challenge social order. It is a representation that obliges the viewer to reflect on 
their lived reality. As a documentary viewer, writes Nichols, ‘we anticipate an oscillation between 
the recognition of historical reality and the recognition of a representation about it. This expectation 
distinguishes our involvement with documentary from our involvement with other film genres.’198 It 
follows, then, that the documentary viewer is not passive in their reception of information and 
commentary: the viewer recognises the historical world represented and understands its connection 
to their lived reality but the viewer is also in a simultaneous process or analysing and examining the 
way this reality is represented. The interaction is fluctuating between open and receptive to critical 
and inquisitive, rendering documentary an ideal medium for questioning accepted truths and 
challenging the social order.  
Documentary in Mexico 
Political documentary in Latin America is a longstanding medium for representing, interrogating 
and exposing the social order and ideological issues. As Antonio Traverso and Kristi M. Wilson write 
in their book Political Documentary Cinema in Latin America (2014) the documentary cinematic 
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tradition in Latin America ‘has a long history of tracing social injustice and suffering, depicting 
political unrest, intervening in periods of crisis and upheaval, and reflecting upon questions 
regarding such pressing subjects as ideology, cultural identity, genocide and traumatic memory.’199 
In Mexico this tradition is no different. One such example is the founding and ongoing prolific output 
of documentary production company Canal 6 de Julio. Canal 6 de Julio is named after the fateful 
1988 Mexican presidential elections, 200 now widely held to be corrupt by the PRD and the PAN as 
well as scholars and political commentators,201 which will be discussed in more detail in the next 
section of this chapter. Through its depictions of various State and civilian clashes as well as 
numerous instances of human rights abuses on the part of Mexico’s military institutions, seen for 
example in the 1997 massacre in Acteal, where unidentified gunmen murdered forty-five innocent 
indigenous people abetted by local government, or the 2006 conflict in Atenco where peaceful 
protest was met with violent government repression, resulting in numerous human rights abuses,202 
Canal 6 de Julio has played a vital role in exposing abuses of power and its impact on social 
structures in Mexico.203  
The production and distribution of documentary films in Mexico has grown substantially over the 
last few decades. In the 1970s documentaries accounted for only 1% of total film production, this 
figure has increased to 22% since the start of the 2010s.204 Similarly between the years 2006 and 
2011, according to the Instituto Méxicano de Cinematografía (IMCINE) / Mexican Institute of 
Cinematography the number of documentary features produced per year doubled from eight to 
sixteen.205 During Calderón’s six years in executive office, documentaries providing social or political 
commentary began to achieve unprecedented theatrical success in Mexican cinemas. One of the 
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films that has achieved the greatest box-office success was Luis Mandoki’s Fraude, which in the year 
2012 at the end of Calderón’s sexenio still remained the third best-selling documentary in Mexican 
box-office history.206 Both Fraude and 0.56% are exemplary documentary texts that continue this 
tradition by providing much-needed insight into the effectuation and aftermath of the 2006 
presidential elections.  
Having established the importance of the documentary genre above, and particularly its growing 
significance in the Mexican cinema industry, the next section of the chapter will focus on the history 
of Mexico’s electoral system, which forms the subject of both documentary features examined in 
this chapter.  
Contexts: a brief history of the Mexican electoral system 
In order to examine the events of the 2006 elections and the validity of Mexico’s newly-heralded 
democracy as represented in the documentary texts, it is also necessary to contextualise Mexico’s 
recent electoral history and the development of the nation's electoral institutions since the Mexican 
Revolution in 1910. This section will provide a brief history and concise overview of Mexico’s modern 
electoral system, with a specific focus on the 1988 electoral fraud and the electoral reform that 
followed and ultimately put an end to the country’s seventy-one years of one-party rule.  
Since pre-revolutionary times, Mexican elections have been associated with civil unrest and political 
crisis. During his thirty-five year regime known as Porfiriato (1876-1911), politician Porfirio Díaz 
failed to implement a democratic system of presidential succession.207 By the year 1910, this failure 
resulted in electoral fraud and a subsequent revolt that would ultimately oust Díaz from power and 
instil a new phase in Mexican politics. Following the end of the Mexican Revolution in 1920, political 
unrest remained a prevalent issue, peaking in 1928 when president-elect Álvaro Obregón was 
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assassinated before his second term began.208 The post-revolutionary party that usurped hegemonic 
control in 1929, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) / Institutional Revolutionary Party, 
governed for seventy-one years.209 The extent of the PRI’s dominance was revealed in October 1968 
under the presidency of Gustavo Díaz Ordaz (1964-1970), a watershed moment in Mexico’s 
contemporary history when a student protest was violently suppressed by government forces, 
resulting in a still unknown number of deaths.210 
It was not until 1986 when members of the PRI, such as Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas the son of Mexico’s 
former president Lazaro Cárdenas (1934-1940), formed a separate left-reformist political faction 
party known as the Frente Democrático Nacional (FDN) / National Democratic Front, a precursor to 
the PRD, that the PRI’s monopoly on political power began to decline.211 The presidential elections 
that followed this party bifurcation in the year 1988 represent another seminal moment in 
contemporary Mexican history. As Antonio Ugues writes, ‘anyone familiar with the history of 
Mexican politics knows [that] electoral competition pre-1988 was merely a façade.’212 By 1988 the 
legitimacy of the PRI’s government was waning.213 On behalf of the FDN Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas was 
set to run against priísta Carlos Salinas de Gortari for the presidency of Mexico. Salinas was an 
unpopular choice of candidate among party leaders and according to Roderic Ai Camp his selection 
‘further eroded the PRI’s position’.214 The next section will examine the events of the 1988 electoral 
fraud as a means of contextualising its impact on and the electoral system and its subsequent 
reform.  
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Electoral fraud: 1988  
The 1988 presidential election was one of the most highly-publicised examples of electoral fraud 
in Mexico’s history.215 On the day of the elections opposition candidate Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas was 
initially leading the count: the majority of tally sheets held by the FDN showed their candidate with a 
40% lead to Salinas’ 36% while government tabulations indicated comparable results.216 Later that 
day, the PRI Minister of the Interior Manuel Bartlet announced live on television that the electoral 
computers had crashed. When the system was restored later that night, Salinas had inexplicably 
taken the lead. According to Al Giordano, this is the moment that ‘defined public responses to the 
[2006] electoral crisis’.217 The public’s reaction to the questionable electoral results in the year 2006, 
as will be discussed in relation to the documentary texts, is influenced by this unresolved historic 
instance of fraud. The PRD and the PAN as well as international commentators and scholars coincide 
in their belief that the 1988 elections were fraudulent,218 and yet Salinas remained in power for the 
full six-year term of his leadership position. A presidency tainted by illegitimacy and characterised by 
mass privatisation, increased rural poverty and widespread corruption.219 As Soledad Loaeza 
summarises: 
La jornada del 6 julio de 1988 y el conflicto postelectoral que se prolongó durante 
más de dos meses hasta la calificación de la elección presidencial, tuvieron sobre la 
imagen del sistema político mexicano el mismo efecto que el traje Nuevo del 
emperador tuvo sobre los espectadores del cuento infantil que lleva ese título. La crisis 
política que se desencadenó a partir de ese día dejó al descubierto algunos de los 
mecanismos tradicionales de control de la participación electoral y de negociación 
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política, de suerte que el autoritarismo quedó al desnudo.220 / The day of 6 July 1988, 
and the post-election conflict that lasted more than two months until the qualification 
of the presidential election, had the same effect on the image of the Mexican political 
system as the Emperor's New Clothes had on spectators in the children's story that 
bears that title. The political crisis that erupted after that day left exposed some of the 
traditional mechanisms of control of electoral participation and political negotiation, so 
that authoritarianism of the regime remained bare. 
As Loaeza makes clear in the above quote, the 1988 elections were a critical turning point in the 
unmasking of the PRI’s authoritarian rule.  Much like the 1968 student massacre, the true nature of 
the ruling party as an autocracy was violently brought to the surface in an ideological clash between 
citizens and the State. Nonetheless, the significance of this revelation would take two full sexenios to 
unseat the PRI from executive office. As explored in Chapter One of this thesis Mexico remained a de 
facto one-party state until the radically historic results of the 2000 presidential election, which saw 
an  alternate political party, the PAN, rise to power under the presidency of Vicente Fox (2000-2006).  
The following section explores how the incidence of this widely acknowledged electoral fraud, less 
than twenty years after the government’s violent subdual of student protesters, led to significant 
electoral reform and encouraged further party pluralism that would lead to the ostensible 
democratisation of 2000.221 
Electoral reform and the IFE 
Millions of citizens protested the official outcome of the fraudulent 1988 presidential elections 
and,222 as a result, these events led to a series of important constitutional and electoral reforms. 
Below I will explore the details of these reforms and their specific contribution to the end of 
Mexico’s one-party rule in the year 2000.  
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In the days following the announcement of the results of the 1988 elections, tens of thousands of 
ballots were found, disposed of in rivers and forests.223 Although opposition candidate Cuauhtémoc 
Cárdenas claimed victory and alleged fraud,224 he did not call for citizens to mobilise and occupy 
Mexico City’s main square as Andrés Manuel López Obrador did following the 2006 elections. 
Instead, Cárdenas dropped his challenge against the highly-contested result in exchange for essential 
electoral reform including the passing of the the Código Federal de Instituciones y Procedimientos 
Electorales (COFIPE) / Federal Code of Institutions and Electoral Procedures, resulting in the 
establishment of the Instituto Federal Electoral (IFE) / Federal Electoral Insitute  in October 1990.225 
Later reforms in 1994 and 1996 further clarified the role of the IFE as ‘an autonomous public 
organization responsible for compliance with the state function of organizing federal elections’.226 
The latter reform also resulted in the establishment of the Tribunal Electoral del Poder Judicial de la 
Federación (TRIFE ) / Electoral Tribunal of the Judicial Branch of the Federation, while integrating the 
Tribunal as part of the Mexican Supreme Court.227 The main purpose of the TRIFE is to ensure the 
upholding of the principles ‘of constitutionality and legality in electoral acts and resolutions’,228 
making it the final authority on matters of electoral justice. Collectively these institutions form an 
internationally lauded electoral management system.229 Prior to the 2006 elections, Ai Camp praised 
this system for providing ‘procedural certainty’ to the electoral process in Mexico, a necessary step 
towards institutionalised democracy seen in the passage of legitimate and competitive elections.230 
Unlike its predecessor, the Comisión Federal Electoral / Federal Electoral Commission which was 
established in 1946 and supported by the Secretaria de Gobernación / Secretary of the Interior, the 
IFE had a constitutional and legal basis for existence aligning it with the executive, judicial and 
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legislative powers.231 As Antonio Ugues writes this institution has ‘contributed to the transparency 
and accountability of the electoral process through the incorporation of various groups into the 
process of electoral governance.’232 These groups cited by Ugues comprise members of Mexico’s 
three main political parties, members of Congress and crucially unbiased Mexican citizens with prior 
knowledge or experience of the electoral services.233 As the IFE gained more autonomy its role in the 
effectuation of elections grew in tandem: by the year 2008 the electoral management of the IFE’s 
Council-General extended to all organisational matters relating to elections, such as voter 
registration, the operation of electoral booths and vote counts.234 
Following the key institutional electoral changes of the late 1980s and 1990s an opposition party, 
the PAN, challenged the dictatorship party and ascended to executive power in the 2000 presidential 
elections. The events of the 2006 elections, when the legitimacy of Mexico’s democracy would once 
again be tested, comprise the subject of the two documentary texts studied in the remaining 
sections of this chapter. 
Luis Mandoki’s Fraude: México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006  
Building on the above the contextualisation of documentary cinema and the history of electoral 
reform in Mexico, I will now focus my analyses on the first documentary text examined in this 
chapter, Luis Mandoki’s Fraude: México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006. As previously 
mentioned, Mandoki’s Fraude is one of Mexico’s most popular theatrically-released documentary’s 
to date. Released just after the 2006 elections on 17 November 2017, the film surmounted various 
attempts at censorship and was ultimately exhibited in cinemas across the country. The 
documentary feature is a comprehensive exposition and detailed denunciation of fraud in the 2006 
presidential elections. In the below sections I will examine first how the film articulates the 
occurrence of electoral fraud. In this section I will draw on the work of Walter Benjamin and Hannah 
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Arendt to scrutinise the potential justifications for this act of violence as well as the impact of its 
effectuation on the outcome of the elections. In the second section I will home in on the aspect of 
citizen participation, seen in both civil protest that is captured on film and citizens’ own 
contributions of first-hand footage to be used as evidence in the film.  
The case for fraud 
As its title suggests, Fraude seeks to illustrate and expose the occurrence of fraud in the 
2006 presidential elections. This section will identify how director Luis Mandoki achieves this 
through his use of montage and comparisons to the historic electoral fraud of 1988. Here I will 
define electoral fraud as a form of institutional violence. My analyses on violence below will be 
informed by Walter Benjamin’s Critique of Violence (1921) and Hannah Arendt’s book On Violence 
(1970).  
In order to support its claims of fraud, Mandoki’s film uses clips and footage taken during the 
campaign to construct its own version of the events and reflect on what happened before, during 
and in the aftermath of these elections. This element of retrospection is emphasised early on in the 
narrative through the use of archive footage depicting the 1988 presidential elections. Fraude’s 
opening sequence aligns the events of the 2006 elections with the fraudulent elections of 1988 by 
juxtaposing images of the post-election protests that in both cases filled the streets of Mexico City 
with angry citizens. After its epigraphic opening credits, the film commences with a shot which pans 
the expanse of Mexico’s main square; the frame is filled to its edges by the presence of protestors. 
After a minute-long montage including shots of the PRD candidate and former Mexico City mayor 
Andrés Manuel López Obrador235 and further images of the crowd, the calibre of the footage 
switches to a visibly older quality, the distinctly grainy texture of celluloid film. Onscreen appears the 
date ‘1 de Diciembre 1988’ /1 December 1988, as riot police hold back animated protesters. The 
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next shot captures the newly-appointed president Carlos Salinas de Gortari, on the day of his 
inauguration, as he rides in his flag-adorned car followed by a montage of altercations between 
police and protesters. This is then followed by an image of rival candidate Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas 
marching in protest before switching back to images of protesters in the Zócalo, the city’s central 
plaza ’18 years later’ as the subtitle reads. This visual juxtaposition aligns Felipe Calderón’s 
(candidate for the PAN) victory with that of priísta Salinas eighteen years prior, one of Mexico’s most 
corrupt presidents to date.236 This allusion is made even clearer by a split-screen moments later that 
features Salinas on the left and Calderón on the right, 1988 and 2006 respectively, as they are 
inaugurated as president. With these images Fraude attempts to establish the socio-historical links 
between these two elections. Both presidencies suffered from a crisis of legitimacy and both were 
marred with widespread accusations of fraud. As Kathleen Bruhn argues in relation to the 1988 
electoral fraud:  
After the public debacle of the 1988 election, and facing a serious legitimacy crisis, 
Salinas badly needed to convince people that the PRI was still a legitimate majority 
party. By adopting reforms to make elections more credible, the ruling party gradually 
diminished its own ability to repeat the fraud of 1988.237 
Bruhn’s statement captures the climate of illegitimacy that reigned during Salinas’s succession to the 
presidency. As discussed in the previous section, the subsequent electoral reforms implemented 
after the 1988 election played a pivotal role in creating an opening for political alternance that 
would ultimately be realised in the year 2000 with the election of panista Vicente Fox. However, 
while the possibility to repeat the fraud was diminished, to use Bruhn’s words, Mandoki’s 
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documentary makes the case that the PAN was able to commit a similar fraud in the year 2006. The 
alignment of these two electoral outcomes alludes to an already tarnished confidence in suffrage 
and the political apparatus, particularly with the PRD as opposition. Mandoki’s comparison here 
undermines the democratic shift of the year 2000 that ushered a new party into power, and instead 
suggests that the same corrupt and authoritarian practices are still being used. Similarly, by 
paralleling these two elections Mandoki reminds the viewer that electoral fraud is not 
unprecedented in Mexico and is, therefore, a tangible possibility in the 2006 elections.  
In theoretical terms, both incidences of fraud can be viewed as acts of systemic violence. In Walter 
Benjamin’s writings on violence in his essay ‘Critiques of Violence’ (1921) he explicitly states that 
fraud, under Roman and ancient Germanic law was not punished as it was not considered to be an 
example of violent action.238 Instead, Benjamin argues, the criminalisation of fraud testifies to the 
decay of modern law, the violence of which is no longer a match for the now violent potential of 
fraud.239 Benjamin’s discussions of fraud only encapsulate instances where the law is not sufficiently 
incontrovertible to prevent its only exploitation. In the case of electoral fraud, and specifically the 
examples of the 1988 and 2006 elections, there is no specific ambiguity or inadequacy in the law 
that is being abused. Instead, examples of electoral fraud such as these represent forcibly violent 
acts of national deception, which undermine legal precedent and institutional stability. In the case of 
both Salinas and Calderón, the systemically violent use of electoral fraud fits more aptly with Hannah 
Arendt’s conceptual understanding of violence as something instrumental that ‘appears where 
power is in jeopardy’.240 Fraude makes the case that both Salinas and Calderón used electoral fraud 
in order to keep their political party in control, parties that in both cases were experiencing a waning 
of their political power and legitimacy to rule.  Nonetheless, Arendt posits in her book On Violence 
(1970) that while legitimacy is essential to power and the exercise of control, violence alone is totally 
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incapable of creating power.241 In this context, then, the use of violence to regain or establish 
legitimacy is a vain endeavour. Conversely, Arendt argues that violence is, however, capable of 
destroying power.242 Thus by viewing both acts of fraud through an Arendtian lens, it is clear that 
these instances of violence did not and could not have sustained these parties’ political power for 
long. In both cases the suspicion that surrounded the candidates’ respective victories led to the 
further erosion of their power in the long-term. In the first instance, this weakening of control is 
seen in the electoral reform conceded by Salinas’ government, which led to his party losing 
executive power in the year 2000, as discussed earlier in this chapter. In the second instance, 
Calderón’s loss of legitimacy resulted in political and social instability, which will be explored further 
in relation to Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010)  / 0.56%: What happened 
to Mexico? in the final part of this chapter. Furthermore, the debilitating effects of Calderón’s 
attempt to restore his political legitimacy after his inauguration, seen in the launch of his drug war, 
will be examined in the remaining chapters of this thesis.  
Through Mandoki’s use of montage to create a visual comparison between the PAN government and 
the former PRI rule, Fraude’s opening questions the extent to which a change of leadership in the 
year 2000 actually changed the authoritarian practices previously used to govern. Indeed, the 
change was largely superficial, seen only in the name of the party in power, the face of power, while 
the corrupt practices and impunity practised by the old regime continued into the new 
millennium.243 As Ceja Martínez writes, ‘La democracia concebida como elecciones –y sólo 
elecciones- corrompió el sentido del concepto’ / Democracy conceived as elections - and only 
elections - corrupted the meaning of the concept.244 Mandoki illustrates this point by aligning the 
2006 presidential election with the nation’s most highly-publicised manifestation of electoral fraud 
seen in the 1988 election. The inference is thus made that the years of electoral reform and the 
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transition to a new political leadership have failed to instil a democratic regime. Instead Ceja 
Martínez laments that in Mexico democracy is reduced to its most minimum expression, that is to 
say, ‘la emisión del sufragio en sintonía con los tiempos marcados por los calendarios electorales’ / 
the broadcast of voting in tandem with the dates marked on the electoral calendars.245 Ceja 
Martínez’s words recall Mario Vargas Llosa’s now infamous statement in which he called Mexico, 
under the then ruling PRI government, ‘la dictadura perfecta [...] la permanencia, no de un hombre, 
pero sí de un partido’ / the perfect dictatorship [...] the permanence, not of a man, but of a party.246 
Spoken on national TV network Televisa, Vargas Llosa’s comments came only two years after the 
polemic results of the 1988 elections.  
Fraude attempts to expose the failings of the democratic system by proving the occurrence of fraud 
in the 2006 elections. The main crux of the documentary’s informing logic is based around the voting 
irregularities witnessed by the filmmakers and citizens. The film calls on expert witnesses, uses 
citizen footage and its own footage to demonstrate these anomalies that occurred across the 
country. At forty-three minutes into the film, the evidence for voting discrepancies is made. Through 
a combination of television news and interview footage as well as intertitles, it is revealed that more 
than two and a half million votes were not counted for inconsistencies.247 This is followed by an 
expert witness interview with Horacio Duarte, legal representative for the Coalición Por el Bien de 
Todos / Coalition for the Good of All. Duarte is framed in close up which then cuts to a close up on 
the papers he is holding, while Duarte explains that one individual ballot box appears dozens of 
times in the Programa de Resultados Electorales Preliminares (PREP) / Preliminary Election Results 
Program. Next, the viewer is presented with an interview with Luis Mochán, a doctor of physics, who 
expresses his surprise at the results. As with the previous shots, the camera switches from a close up 
of Mochán to data regarding the electoral results on his computer screen. Once again the 
interviewee highlights proof of discrepancies identified in the official electoral results however this 
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time the explanation is accompanied by an animated block diagram that breaks down the data 
making it more accessible to the audience. The sequence combines a variety of elements from the 
traditional expository mode to construct a rhetorical framework that challenges the legitimacy of 
the electoral result. In keeping with Bill Nichol’s definition of the expository mode Fraude’s use of 
images play a secondary supportive role to the informing logic carried by the spoken word.248 As the 
animation and voiceover explain there were over eight hundred thousand unaccounted for extra 
votes in the ballot boxes as well as over seven hundred thousand missing votes from other ballot 
boxes that had too few votes inside, resulting in a 1.5 million vote margin of error. As well as López 
Obrador and his supporters, commentators from The Financial Times called for a full recount of the 
vote, the latter writing that ‘a full recount . . . offers the best way to ease political tensions, ensuring 
that whoever emerges as Mexico’s new president is not only legal but is also seen to be 
legitimate.’249 Nevertheless, despite the presence of irregularities identified in more than 60% of 
precincts, the documentary voiceover reveals that on 5 August 2006 the TRIFE ordered a recount of 
only 9% of precincts. The recount of the vote is introduced one hour and twenty minutes into the 
documentary. The sequence covering the recount is supplemented with amateur recordings that 
Mandoki received from citizens who witnessed procedural incongruitiesfirst-hand.250 The footage is 
a Pandora’s box of varying instances of fraud or technical inconsistencies including images of forcibly 
opened or empty ballots boxes and other illegal acts.  This is simply one of many arguments 
advanced by the documentary which lays bare the electoral process in Mexico, organising an array 
of evidence into a rhetorical case for fraud.  
The final titles of the documentary played over classical music reveal that:  
Un año de las elecciones cuarenta millones de mexicanos creen que hubo fraude que 
Felipe Calderón es un presidente ilegítimo y que en México aún no hay democracia / 
One year since the elections, forty million Mexicans believe that there was fraud that 
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Felipe Calderón is an illegitimate president and that there is still no democracy in 
Mexico.251 
Once again Fraude highlights the importance of public trust in the implementation and effectuation 
of the democratic process. The film’s circular narrative begins and ends with this message that 
transcends the storyline. Similar statistics support Fraude’s conclusion, revealing that only half of the 
population believe Calderón was elected legally and legitimately.252 Many commentators have 
argued that the lack of legitimacy attributed to Calderón’s victory has heavily influenced the 
subsequent management of his government particularly, as discussed in Chapter One of this thesis, 
in his decision to declare Mexico’s war on drugs through widespread militarisation of the country.253 
This use of violent means to supplement and latterly produce legitimacy for Calderón’s position of 
authority once again recalls Arendt’s work on violence and power in her book On Violence (1970). 
Arendt argues that while violence can be justified, it can never be legitimate whereas power, in 
opposition, necessitates legitimacy from its origin.254 While Calderón’s government was lacking in 
legitimacy his use of violence as an anachronistic means of garnering this validation is, according to 
Arendt, futile. Thus, Arendt disputes Mao Tse-Tsung’s famous claim that ‘Power grows out of the 
barrel of a gun.’255 Instead she posits that violence, as simply instrumental, can only dissolve power 
and never produce it.256 Thus Fraude exposes the fragility of Calderón’s incipient administration, 
which is commenced without the necessary tenet of power, namely legitimacy. Calderón’s use of 
violence as an unsuccessful attempt to attribute this missing legitimacy latterly to his presidency and 
the repercussions of this position are explored in Chapters Four, Five and Six of this thesis. 
In her article ‘Confianza en las Instituciones Electoral en México: el IFE Bajo la Mirada Ciudadana’, 
which examines public confidence in Mexico’s electoral institute, Leticia Heras Gómez states that 
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trust and accountability of institutions of authority are fundamental pillars of democracy.257 Fraude 
attempts to expose and foreground this lack of trust that permeated the 2006 elections. As the film’s 
postscript emphasises, a public lack of confidence in the electoral and political institutions continues 
to pervade and influence public opinion in the aftermath of the 2006 elections. This climate of 
mistrust extends to Calderón’s leadership and ultimately affected his six years in power. The extent 
to which a lack of trust and legitimacy has impacted Calderón’s time in office is explored in the 
remaining chapters of this thesis. The next section of this chapter will continue my analyses of 
Mandoki’s Fraude with a greater focus on citizen participation in, and in the making of, the film.  
Citizen participation 
Other than its aims to prove the occurrence of fraud, as explored in the above section, one 
of the central points of Fraude is its focus on the Mexican people. The film examines how Mexico’s 
electorate participated in the democratic process and how the unsatisfactory effectuation of the 
2006 elections subsequently impacted citizens’ behaviours and perceptions of power. Therefore 
alongside an emphasis on ongoing societal mistrust towards institutions of authority, citizen 
involvement is a principal theme in Fraude that will be explored in the section below.  
In the first instance, citizen participation is represented in the form of protest. As discussed in 
Chapter Two of this thesis, in his essay Critique of Violence (1921) Walter Benjamin examines the 
individual’s access to violence. While Benjamin explores this notion through the example of the 
workers’ right to strike, which he views as the only form of legalised violence attainable by the 
individual,258 I argue that protest action also constitutes a means of legal violence available to 
citizens. Benjamin notes that the act of striking is not in itself a violent one, instead it enables 
workers ‘to escape from violence indirectly exercised by the employer’.259 Thus, in a similar vein, 
protest, as well as the collective action of assembly, is a means for citizens to withdraw from State or 
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societally-imposed violence and to challenge its use against them. That is to say, protest and 
assembly, like unionised strike action, constitute what Benjamin terms as ‘the right to use force in 
attaining certain ends’.260 In the case of protest, for instance, this ‘force’ takes the form of occupying 
public space in order to demand a change in policy or challenge the absence of State legitimacy.261 
Just as with Benjamin’s example of the strike, protest is not typically met with extreme hostility by 
government. 262 It is only when the State considers a protest, or strike, as a threat to juridical stability 
that it confronts the situation inimically.263 After his loss to Felipe Calderón, officially recognised by 
the Instituto Federal Electoral (IFE) / Federal Electoral Insitute on 6 July 2006, perredista Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador launched vast street protests lasting several months. The size and longevity 
of these assemblies testify to the great number of Mexican citizens willing to stand in support of 
him. The post-electoral protests that López Obrador convened constitute an attempt by citizens to 
expose the illegitimacy of the government and destabilise Calderón’s transition to power. As part of 
these assemblies, López Obrador held his own presidential inauguration and declared himself the 
legitimate president of Mexico. In a country where politicians are viewed with the utmost 
suspicion,264 the immense popularity of López Obrador is all the more striking. To declare himself 
president to the public shows a flagrant lack of confidence in the results generated by the IFE. 
Similarly, the mass encouragement he received from those occupying the Zócalo265 in Mexico City 
further demonstrates the fragility of Calderón’s official victory. Indeed, López Obrador was leading 
the electoral race for most of the campaign period until a negative advertising strategy was launched 
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against him by Calderón’s campaign. The 2006 elections were characterised by a fervent use of 
negative campaigning across all media in order to defame López Obrador and the mounting political 
movement he headed but the intensification of these political attacks well exceeded the limits of 
legality according to Mexican electoral law.266 The effects of this illegal advertising campaign are 
explored in both documentaries examined in this chapter and discussed in relation to Lorenzo 
Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010) / 0.56%: What happened to Mexico? and 
resulting social and political instability in the remaining sections of this chapter. 
The majority of Fraude is composed of shots filled to the frame’s edges with mobilised citizens 
participating in protest. For instance at six minutes and ten seconds into the film, almost 
immediately after the film’s title appears onscreen, a long high angle shot taken from a helicopter 
scans across the Zócalo, which is bursting with protestors chanting ‘fraude’. These shots comprise a 
large part of the film as Mexico City’s main square was occupied for many weeks after the election 
results were announced.267 As the film’s narrative progresses at one hour ten minutes the citizens 
decide to occupy the Zócalo permanently. The occupation of such a symbolic cityspace in the 
nation’s capital is depicted in Fraude using a fixed longshot of the square, and time lapse 
photography which speeds up the construction of the encampment, as day turns to night, to a 
matter of fifteen seconds. The objective of the encampment is further emphasised using interviews 
with citizens carried out by the filmmakers. As one protester captured in a close up states, this 
occupation ‘no es por López Obrador, es por nosotros porque estamos cansados de que nos vean la 
cara’ / It is not for López Obrador, it is for us because we are tired of their deceiving us. Mandoki is 
able to capture the frustration that permeates the electorate, who, for their part, are mobilising 
against official electoral results and are in the process of recapturing public spaces. In relation to the 
documentary tradition, Patricia Zimmerman posits the necessity of retaking public spaces in order to 
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create a space for difference to emerge and foregrounds the documentary practice as a medium for 
producing such spaces so as to ‘mobilize larger communities and new imaginaries not yet 
considered’.268 Fraude depicts the protestors’ reaction to the political climate of the époque, citizens 
respond to uncertainty and potential fraud with protest. However, as will be further explored in this 
section, Mandoki’s nationwide request to Mexican citizens for footage of the recount renders 
Fraude a space of hybridity. The film is a hybrid of assorted audio and visual materials provided by 
those who responded to his request.269   
The film’s emphasis on citizen involvement is perhaps most patent in its opening epigraph which 
reads:  
Este documental no hubiera sido posible, sin la participación de miles de ciudadanos, 
que aportaron imágenes del proceso electoral de 2006. / This documentary would not 
have been possible, without the participation of thousands of citizens, who contributed 
images of the electoral process of 2006. 
The footage recorded and supplied by citizens provided filmic evidence from all three hundred 
electoral districts,270 an impossibly broad scope for Mandoki’s low-budget documentary 
feature. Following the epigraph and accompanied by sombre music composed for the film, the 
camera pans the masses of supporters filling the expanse of the Zócalo. The combination of 
the film’s dedication to citizens in its epigraph and its use of images of protesters to support 
this opener, emphasises the documentary’s reliance on citizen participation. This 
documentary is not about a particular political candidate but instead about the effects of a 
failed transition to democracy on Mexico’s citizens and their reaction to this monumental 
shortcoming.  
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The lack of transparency surrounding the recounts ordered by the TRIFE, which barred the 
presence of media representatives allowing only party representatives to attend,271 provided 
an initial hurdle to Mandoki’s representation of the elections. In order to overcome this 
obstacle, Mandoki posted an open invitation to the public to send him their various 
independent visual accounts of the events and received more than three thousand hours of 
material from all three hundred electoral districts.272 As such, Fraude is an amalgam 
construction of amateur footage recorded by citizens from all over Mexico, a fact which 
endows the film with a universal and collective flavour. Returning to my earlier discussions of 
Foucault’s work on power and discourse, this documentary functions as a form of counter-
discourse. As discussed in the documentary theory section of this chapter, in The History of 
Sexuality (1976) Foucault examines the role of discourse in relation to power. Foucault posits 
that discourse functions as an instrument or effect of power, but also concurrently an obstacle 
to power.273 Within this framework, Fraude is an example of filmic counter-discourse that 
seeks to challenge power. On the one hand, Fraude contests the official results of the election 
and the validity of the methods used to secure these results; and on the other, it is a 
participatory discursive construction that incorporates multiple viewpoints other than those in 
official positions of power. In this way, the text challenges official narratives of truth, 
composing its own document of fact that disagrees with the accepted and authorised version 
of events provided by branches of authority such as the IFE and TRIFE which are held to yield 
truth in this society. To do so, however, the documentary relies on citizen testimony provided 
in the form of recordings. As the epigraph credits, without this citizen participation the film’s 
completion would not have been possible.  
In an interesting case of contrast, the end titles of the film lament many opposition figures 
represented in the film who declined to participate, including Carlos Salinas de Gortari, 
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Vicente Fox and the then-incumbent president Felipe Calderón.  This aligns with Zimmerman’s 
belief that the ‘Systematic exclusion of independent voices can be challenged by inclusions of 
multiple voices via access to technology and a commitment to rephrasing the normative 
modes of production offered by commercial media.’274 Fraude provides precisely this space 
where multiple independent voices can contest their own exclusion via the medium of the 
camera. In Mandoki’s own words the documentary ‘informa lo que en la televisión no ha 
tenido lugar’ / reports on what has not taken place on television.275 Given the immense 
theatrical popularity of this film, it is clear that Fraude allowed these silenced voices to be 
heard across the country.276 
The next section of this chapter focuses on Lorenzo Hagerman’s documentary feature 0.56%: 
¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010) / 0.56%: What happened to Mexico?  
 Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010) / 0.56%: What happened to Mexico? 
 Following a relatively similar narrative framework to that of Fraude, Hagerman’s 0.56%: 
¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010) / 0.56%: What happened to Mexico? follows the turbulent 
presidential elections of the year 2006 and explores their debilitating impact on societal institutions 
and structures.  Released four years after these historically controversial elections, the film is able to 
distance itself from the mercurial tenor of the time and instead provide a visual space of reflection. 
While Hagerman’s documentary feature does not aim to expose or evidence electoral fraud, it 
provides a crucial portrait of the remaining tremors and aftershock of this structurally unsettling 
event. The sections below will explore how Hagerman’s 0.56% homes in on this climate of insecurity 
and explores the political and social fallout it engenders.   
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Political instability 
Institutional instability characterised every stage of the 2006 presidential election. The first 
of these two sections focusing on Hagerman’s 0.56% will examine the political instability resulting 
from these elections. Below I will explore how Hagerman articulates the climate of political 
uncertainty that reigned during Calderón’s inauguration and into his presidency, leading the launch 
of his administration’s war on drugs.  
0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México?’s very title, itself a question, alludes to the atmosphere of 
uncertainty that afflicted Mexico during these elections. The sense of panic and confusion is 
captured in various sequences throughout the narrative as it explores the societal reaction to these 
polarising elections. The opening sequence of the film, however, is perhaps most evocative of the 
elections’ debilitating effects on the political apparatus. The film begins in extreme close up on low-
quality footage in slow-motion, rendering it initially difficult to discern the figures and shapes 
represented onscreen. The camera first travels left revealing a partial shot of a suited man’s head 
and then his shoulder as a hand grabs at his suit.  Next, still in extreme close up, the camera displays 
a suited leg and then a flailing arm as a melee of people and limbs interact aggressively with each 
other. This initial sequence, set to the classic crooner bolero ‘Tú me acostumbraste’ / You made me 
get used to, performed by Los Angeles Negros, lasts a total of fifty seconds before the film’s title 
appears on screen. By introducing the film with obscure and inscrutable images as well as 
anempathetic sound, Hagerman presents the chaotic tenor of the time. In fact, what is represented 
in these opening shots is the clash of the PRD’s congressional caucus with the PAN’s deputies as the 
former attempts to obstruct Calderón’s accession to office.277 Hagerman is presenting the 
manifestation of political instability in Mexico at its most risible. The sequence is a convolution of 
Walter Benjamin’s views on law and justice in relation to violence as expressed in his essay Critique 
of Violence (1921), discussed earlier in this chapter. In this essay Benjamin posits that there exists a 
progenitive relationship between law and violence whereby violence is both a product and creator 
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of legal justice.278 Put simply, there are laws that exist to prevent the use of violence for unjust 
means but there are also laws that are created to permit the ostensibly necessary use of violence.279 
Benjamin’s complex and nuanced critique of violence is thus somewhat disrupted in this chaotic 
opening sequence where violence at its most simplistic and objective, a brawl, has penetrated the 
bulwarks of a juridical institution. The sequence then continues, bridged by the mocking sound of 
the bolero which is now accompanied by the diegetic sound of the scene where those in charge call 
for order. The footage continues with increasing violence for another minute and a half, with close 
up shots of suited men rolling on the ground and exchanging punches and medium shots of men and 
women pushing and kicking each other off the podium. The entire sequence culminates at the coda 
of the song with a wide angle medium shot of the main stage, in front of an enormous national flag 
extending far outside the frame. A subtitle then indicates the context of this fight, ‘Cámara de 
Diputados Noviembre 28, 2006’ / Chamber of Deputies, 28 November 2006. The socio-political 
causes of this violent outburst in the Chamber of Deputies will be developed during the course of 
the filmic narrative however, as an introduction to the elections and their repercussions, this 
frenzied opening sequence highlights the volatile tenor of this period.  
The chaos represented in this opening footage perfectly captures the conflicting and perplexing 
political mood of the time, through an enigmatic mix of filmic techniques such as anempathetic 
music and extreme close ups. And, though the footage appears in both documentary films, 
Hagerman’s focus on this event as the overture to the feature emphasises 0.56%’s thematic focus on 
the instability caused by these elections. A presidential inauguration is a ceremonious historical 
event characterised by tradition and formality. The frantic violent situation portrayed in these initial 
scenes contradicts the calm and clarity expected at such an event, while the oddly sentimental 
bolero music parodies the legitimacy of the event. Such was the climate into which Felipe Calderón 
took his presidential oath, demonstrating the political instability of the time that persisted into his 
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presidency. As evidence to this fact, four minutes into the narrative the film features the precise 
moment where Calderón takes the oath amid chants, heckles, boos and whistles that drown out the 
sound of his voice during the private ceremony. This moment marks the start of Calderón’s sexenio, 
his administration and, as the films makes clear, his presidency is subsequently marred by a severe 
crisis of legitimacy. As Günther Maihold writes:  
México amaneció después de las elecciones no solamente marcado por un alto nivel de 
conflictividad interna, sino también con la novedad de que la polarización social 
regional se ha transformado también en una polarización política / Mexico arose after 
the elections not only marked by a high level of internal conflict, but also with the 
novelty that regional social polarisation has also transformed into a political 
polarisation.280 
Calderón’s inauguration epitomises the uncertainty and political polarisation of the time, and equally 
the insecure platform onto which he acquired mandate to lead. Indeed as Joseph Klesner writes, 
‘carrying but 35.9% of the popular vote, Calderón can hardly claim a mandate.’281 Calderón’s official 
claim to power has been destabilised by a lack of public credibility of the electoral process. Elections 
are a mechanism of power that provides legitimacy to those in leadership. In the case of the 2006 
Mexican electoral procedure, the public remains unconvinced by the techniques and methods used 
to elect Calderón and thus the public remains doubtful also of the validity of his mandate to lead. 
Where typically legitimising mechanisms such as elections are used to bolster systems of power, 
here the electoral insitution’s inability to convince the public of its own credibility works to debilitate 
hegemonic control. To wit, the validity of the process and thus the result it has produced are put 
into question and so too is Calderón’s legal right to lead.  
Much like Fraude, and as part of its didactic documentary style, 0.56% makes use of interviews. 
However, unlike Fraude, in its exploration of the events leading to Calderón’s presidency 0.56% 
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provides direct testimony from Calderón himself. The interview sequence, which appears forty-six 
minutes into the film and is shot in the backseat of a car, is conducted during the campaign before 
the first debate held on 25 April 2016.  Interestingly, it is during this interview that Calderón, framed 
in close up states, ‘tengo que ganar por lo menos por un voto y ganar limpiamente’ / I have to win by 
at least one vote and win cleanly. His prognostic words provide insight into his presidential mindset 
and hint at external influences beyond the electorate. Nevertheless, when the interviewer asks if 
such a narrow victory would result in complications for the country, Calderón replies with a 
complacent retort that ‘el país está complicado pero […] la democracia es así se gana o se pierda por 
un voto la clave es que se haga con limpieza’ / the country is complicated but […] democracy is like 
this you win or lose by a vote the key is to do so cleanly.  It is the overarching public suspicion as to 
whether the elections were ‘clean’ that resulted in the instability witnessed in the opening scenes of 
the documentary. Though Calderón’s statement holds true, it is clear from this interview that the 
president underestimates the repercussions of such a narrow victory. Writing just after the 
inauguration, Giordano insists that ‘Calderón will be one of the weakest Mexican presidents ever to 
enter office. […] His legitimacy as national leader is even shakier than that of Salinas.’282 These claims 
are in part evidenced by the chaos depicted in these opening scenes but equally the interview scene 
which, though only lasting two minutes makes clear that Calderón expects to win but does not 
anticipate nor prepare for the consequential societal fallout of the terms of this victory. The 
interview sequence represents Calderón’s singular opportunity to present himself to the 
documentary audience, yet instead it reveals a deep-seated ignorance towards public attitudes and 
a lack of preparation for the complications of his prophetic statements.  Calderón’s performance in 
the interview sequence thus not only provides a bad omen for his future presidency but equally 
reinforces arguments that his subsequent militarisation strategy and escalation of the war on drugs 
was implemented as a means of legitimising his questionable claim to the presidency. These claims 
will be explored in greater depth in the remaining chapters of this thesis and specifically in Chapters 
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Four and Five. Calderón’s feeble justification of his candidacy coupled with his comments on the 
state of the nation’s democracy in the documentary narrative all testify to the fragility of the 
electoral process as well as the limited capabilities of the party representatives that it appoints and 
who uphold this system’s socio-political value. 
An additional point mentioned by Calderón in the interview sequence relates to his late rise in the 
electoral polls. Calderón was not the preceding panista president Victente Fox’s initial choice of 
party candidate, and though chosen by party members, the electoral polls revealed clear national 
popularity for the PRD candidate Andrés Manuel López Obrador. It was only following the extensive, 
well-funded and illegal negative campaign Calderón’s team ran against the PRD candidate, discussed 
in the previous section, that his position in the polls began to rise and then overtake López 
Obrador.283 This argument is explored briefly forty-nine minutes into the narrative. Ironically, 
Calderón ran on a platform of ‘stability’ positioning himself as a direct antagonism to the opposition 
candidate.284 In contrast, López Obrador was labelled ‘un peligro para México’ / a danger for Mexico, 
both politically and economically.285 The pervading slogan for the Calderón campaign, as seen fifty 
minutes into 0.56%, was ‘las manos limpias’ / clean hands, a slogan that in retrospection seems 
starkly at odds with the electoral results. As well as its impact on Mexico’s electoral institutions, 
explored in section four of this chapter, the 2006 electoral process led to a serious crisis of 
legitimacy for Calderón as the country’s new president.286 The next section of this thesis will build on 
my above discussions of representations of political instability in 0.56% by looking at the film’s 
representation of social instability.   
Social instability 
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Alongside the institutional instability engendered and encouraged by the poor effectuation 
of these elections, discussed in the previous section of this thesis, 0.56% seeks to represent the 
social instability that also characterised this period. This section will focus on social instability as 
captured in Hagerman’s documentary feature and seen in civic responses to the election results.  
The negative campaign, discussed above, as supported by Mexico’s monopolistic media played a 
significant role in influencing public opinion and constructing an atmosphere of fear and confusion, 
ultimately contributing to the environment of social instability that prevailed following Calderón’s 
election.287 As Alejandro Alvarez Bejar writes, ‘Due to [the negative campaign] a climate of alarm and 
confrontation, and widespread exasperation, social polarization and civic tension reigned in Mexico 
before, during, and after the elections, and was expressed on the streets in various different 
ways.’288 0.56% captures this volatile social climate at its nadir, when thousands of Mexican citizens 
occupied the capital’s main square for weeks in the run-up to and aftermath of these presidential 
elections. In one scene where the initial results of the elections are announced, the effects of the 
television media representation as described by Bejar is encapsulated. One hour and five minutes 
into the documentary the results of the election are to be announced. The moment is captured in 
various sitting rooms as the camera observes different Mexican citizens, including celebrated writer 
and journalist Elena Poniatowska who regularly appears in the film, as they watch the eight o’clock 
television announcement which traditionally reveals the results of the election. Poniatowska is 
known for her activism, supporting liberal and subaltern political and social struggles,289 and thus her 
support for López Obrador carries a symbolic weight that lends legitimacy to the candidate. Another 
woman is framed from behind, her television in the background, as she shakes with excited 
anticipation for the results. Next, Poniatowska and family are framed in a countershot the back of 
their television in the foreground and a nervous silence as the diegetic sound of the television builds 
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to the results. Finally, there is a straight on shot of the television which reveals a Televisa presenter 
still building to the revelation of the results. As the presenter finally confirms that no result has yet 
been determined, the camera zooms slowly on Poniatowska’s uncertain expression, then changing 
again to a close up of the first woman’s reaction, a puzzled and sceptical expression. This sequence 
continues switching between further characters and families whose electoral journey the viewer has 
witnessed as they react to this unorthodox announcement. The use of close ups and real-time 
reactions from a variety of citizens works to highlight the uncertainty and tenseness created among 
the electorate by this result, or lack thereof. This uneasy and ambiguous tenor that permeates the 
scene carries over through the rest of the film and, reflective of the social climate in Mexico, 
continues well beyond the elections infecting Calderón’s sexenio.  
The unsatisfactory results of these elections and the way in which the recounts were handled by the 
electoral institutions culminated in collective public frustration, ultimately resulting in mass 
protest.290 Treviño Rangel argues that the failed implementation of democracy as embodied by 
electoral reform and the formation of the IFE reactivated ‘las fisuras en el orden social, y produjo 
insatisfacción’ / the fissures in the social order and produced dissatisfaction.291 Thus, as represented 
in the documentary 0.56%, the serious political crisis produced by the initially inconclusive electoral 
results had grave repercussions in terms of the polarisation of society. Three minutes on from the 
results announcement sequence the verbal reactions of the social actors are presented in another 
montage sequence. In one household a woman comments, ‘estoy enojado’ / I am angry, while in 
another someone asks, ‘¿cómo vamos a reaccionar?’ / how are we supposed to react? As both 
leading candidates claim victory, the legitimacy of the electoral process is placed under scrutiny. The 
documentary addresses the societal impact of these ambiguous results by capturing the reactions of 
voters before during and after the elections. All of the individuals filmed reacting to the results are 
old enough to remember the fraudulent elections of 1988. During the 1988 elections it was 
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announced on television mid-race that the voting computers had shut down and, when rebooted 
later, the computers suddenly showed priísta Carlos Salinas de Gortari in the lead ahead of the 
previously leading favourite perredista Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas. This is the moment, Al Giordano 
writes, that ‘defined public responses to the [2006] electoral crisis’.292 This sequence of viewer 
reactions in 0.56% recalls the 1988 election results and reinforces the notion of continuous electoral 
fraud in the public imaginary.  
Hagerman did not intend 0.56% to be a denunciation of fraud but simply a reflection on how these 
controversial elections polarised the Mexican nation.293 Thus, unlike the clear logic of Fraude’s 
narrative, 0.56% attempts to capture a more sentimental version of events. For this reason, and as 
explored in this section, the documentary includes many instances of citizen testimony as opposed 
to the many expert witnesses and commentators featured in Fraude. The feature places great 
emphasis on the public’s reaction to the changing official versions of events as witnessed in the 
abundance of montage sequences focusing on impassioned or disparaged members of society. For 
instance after López Obrador supporters begin to occupy the Zócalo in great numbers a powerful 
sequence of clips revisits previous interviewees as well as new members of society.  The montage 
builds in intensity by framing the central Zócalo filled with PRD supporters and as the drum-heavy 
music strengthens, the cuts from shot to shot increase in rapidity. Once the intensity of both fast 
music and editing has reached its apex, a solitary drum beat creates a sound bridge to the next shot: 
a scene of stationary traffic and unhappy people combined with the sound of various car horns. The 
contrast of the high energy ambience and fast-paced editing of the PRD supporters rally with the 
stationary traffic and irate people honking their car horns highlights the deeply divided state of 
society. Here, 0.56% presents two conflicting perspectives of the post-electoral protests: one high-
energy and hopeful side of the public that believe in the power of protest and are keen to impact 
institutional change; the other, the frustrated side of society that either supports Calderón’s election 
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or is disillusioned with the political system as a whole. Hagerman thus builds a clear picture of the 
instability that tempered Calderón’s rise to power. It is in this climate of volatility that Calderón 
launched his drug war offensive, a conflict that escalated violence in Mexico and resulted in 
countless deaths during Calderón’s sexenio, as will be explored in the remaining chapters of this 
thesis.  
Conclusion 
The 2006 presidential elections represent a continuation of Mexico’s problematic electoral 
history and provided an austere start to Calderón’s sexenio. The directors of both documentaries 
discussed in this chapter intend to illuminate the viewer on the fraudulent reality of the elections via 
their films. However, as explored there exists a tension between fact and fiction that is inherent to 
the documentary filmmaking style. This tension calls the possibility of representing truth or reality 
into question and thus the documentary medium is itself a problematic method to expound, 
supposedly, truth. The logic of both films is guided by the ideological agenda of each director and 
therefore, much like other forms of representation, constitutes simply another perspective on a 
moment in history rather than an indelible depiction of a singular truth.  
As Luis Mandoki’s Fraude depicts, there is significant evidence to suggest Calderón’s electoral victory 
was won fraudulently and a vast number of citizens doubt the validity of his leadership and Lorenzo 
Hagerman’s 0.56% captures the burgeoning socio-political instability that followed Calderón’s 
inauguration as president. As discussed in Chapter One, these conditions of instability and the 
incumbent government’s lack of legitimacy led Calderón to launch the war on drugs only days after 
his inauguration in December 2006. This chapter and its analyses of the documentary texts has thus 
provided a comprehensive overview of the conditions that spawned Calderón’s presidential legacy. 
This chapter identifies the climate of institutional precarity and social instability into which Calderón 
swore the presidential oath and launched his career-defining drug war offensive. The remaining 
chapters of this thesis will examine representations of Calderón’s legacy, seen in the effects of this 
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war which has resulted in thousands of victims caught in the crossfire of an increasingly violent 
conflict between the State and drug trafficking organisations. The next chapter of this thesis, 
Chapter Four, will examine photographic representations of this increasing brutality in two 
particularly affected areas Acapulco, Guerrero and Sinaloa, Culiacán. This chapter will deal with the 
ethical implications of representing the dead and the role of the image in replicating and 
disseminating violence.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Portraits and Landscapes: Documenting the Drug War Dead 
 
Introduction 
Following on from my discussions in Chapters One and Three of this thesis, which centred 
primarily on official representations and contexts of the drug war and Felipe Calderón’s presidency, 
this and Chapters Five and Six will focus on the human cost of this war. These discussions will 
extend, also, to impact of the conflict on citizens lives, beginning with the way it is framed. This 
chapter will examine how the Mexican drug war, launched at the start of Calderón’s presidency, and 
the war’s victims are documented via the photographic lens. In this chapter I will discuss and analyse 
Pedro Pardo’s award-winning photoseries La guerra de los cárteles de la droga (2011) / Drug Cartels’ 
War294, which was produced as part of Pardo’s photojournalistic work in Acapulco, Guerrero 
alongside Fernando Brito’s internationally lauded aesthetic documentary photography series Tus 
pasos se perdieron con el paisaje (2006-2012) / Your Steps Were Lost in the Landscape in Culiacán, 
Sinaloa. 
The visual texts analysed in this chapter, alongside the works of Mónica González and Pablo Orta 
discussed in Chapter Five and the documentary features by Natalia Almada and Bernardo Ruiz 
examined in Chapter Six of this thesis, observe the ground-level impact of the conflict and its 
relationship with space. These photojournalists’ images are captured in two of Mexico’s most violent 
and drug conflict-riddled territories Acapulco, Guerrero and Culiacán, Sinaloa. Despite their very 
different stylistic approaches, both Pardo and Brito depict a landscape of war on a regional scale that 
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reflects the transmissible spread of drug-related violence across the Mexican nation. Both 
photographers focus their photographic study on a particular state, Pardo on the city of Acapulco in 
Guerrero and Brito in his home state of Sinaloa. Their work follows and displays a change in the way 
this war is documented, shared and received. Pardo’s photoseries, commissioned by the Agence 
France-Presse, has won numerous war-specific competitions and most notably received third prize in 
the Contemporary Issues section of the World Press Photo 2012.295 As a collected work Drug cartel's 
war provides photographic interstices into the violent effects of the conflict in the city of Acapulco, 
while also situating the city in the wider context of a violence-dominated nation as a whole. The 
images are graphic, each comprising at least one dead person, often tortured, at the scene of a drug-
related crime, and the images are often visibly captured during the forensics and investigative 
processes with police, military and medical personnel typically present in the frame.  
In his examination of drug war violence and its effects on Mexican society, Fernando Brito’s work 
privileges a very different perspective. Much like the portraits photographed by Mónica González in 
Chapter Five of this thesis, Brito’s photoseries moves away from commonplace photojournalistic 
representations of the dead as seen in the Mexican and international media by reframing the victims 
of violence from a literal and metaphoric distance. Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje features 
wide, aesthetic shots of crime scenes that intentionally withdraw the viewer from the scene by 
capturing each recently deceased person as part of an aesthetic landscape. The corpses featured are 
often discernible only via detailed examination of the image, encouraging further reflection on the 
contexts engendering these scenes. 
Both photojournalists document the conflict and its mortal costs but the rhetorical and narrative 
dimensions of these representations are starkly different from one another. While Pardo examines 
the violence head-on with gruesome depictions of dismemberment accompanied by hectic 
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populated frames, Brito’s shots are largely empty and often eerily tranquil. These diverging 
approaches to representing the dead at the scenes of their deaths, therefore, demonstrate and 
foreground issues of violence and representation: how should the dead be represented, what 
implications do these different approaches deliver and how do these depictions reflect, counteract 
and challenge official government narratives that seek to label the dead as complicit in drug crime?  
My discussions of violence in this chapter will expand on earlier considerations in Chapter Two which 
focused on the theoretical writings on the subject of violence by Walter Benjamin in his essay 
Critique of Violence (1921) and Hannah Arendt’s book On Violence (1970).  As such this chapter will 
explore the role of violence in the context of war, and its historical and contemporary relationship 
with the photographic medium in this same context. As part of these analyses I will scrutinise the 
links between war and representation by primarily engaging with the seminal works of Susan Sontag 
in her book Regarding the Pain of Others (2003) and Judith Butler’s Frames of War (2009) on this 
subject. Similarly I will draw upon the work of Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida (1980) concerning 
the relationship between photography and death. Finally, I will engage with the ethical implications 
of representing the dead, particularly in relation to the aesthecisation of images of the corpse. 
Theoretical groundings 
 As the first chapter to contend with the impact of the violence of the drug war as well as 
photographic representations, it is helpful here to explore the theoretical grounding that will inform 
my discussions of war, violence and their relationship with photography. These sections will re-
introduce the theoretical frameworks discussed in Chapter Two of this thesis with reference to the 
work of Susan Sontag in her book Regarding the Pain of Others (2003) and Judith Butler in Frames of 
War (2009) on the historic relationship of photography and war waging. My analyses below will also 
explore Butler’s notion of ‘grievable lives’ alongside Michel Foucault’s work on biopower and Achille 
Mbembe’s discussions of necropower.  
War and violence 
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 War and violence are central terms in this chapter, both with regard to the ongoing state 
conflict and its representations by the photojournalists Pedro Pardo and Fernando Brito whose work 
is discussed in detail in this chapter. To this end, it is important to offer definitions of these terms in 
relation to the Mexican drug war and to explain how, in relation to these definitions, I will apply the 
theories of Walter Benjamin, Hannah Arendt and Michel Foucault to the representations of war and 
violence examined here. These definitions and theories will also serve my treatment and analyses of 
Mónica González’s and Pablo Orta’s visual texts discussed in Chapter Five as well as the 
documentary features by Natalia Almada and Bernardo Ruiz scrutinised in Chapter Six of this thesis. 
Theorists from a wide variety of disciplines have attempted to define the ambiguities and 
contradictions of war from many different perspectives, these include Thomas Hobbes in Leviathan 
(1651), Carl von Clausewitz in On War (1832), Quincy Wright in various studies such as ‘A Study of 
War’ (1942), Manus I. Midlarsky in On War: Political Violence in the International System (1975), 
Adda B. Bozeman in ‘War and the Clash of Ideas’ (1976) and countless more. In socio-political terms, 
Carl von Clausewitz famously defined war in his book On War as ‘an act of violence intended to 
compel our opponents to fulfil our will’.296 Clausewitz’s definition, written in relation to pre-
Napoleonic and pre-industrial times,297 differs from the many other attempted explanations of the 
term proposed by his contemporaries as well as later theorists, in that it does not provide a specific 
breakdown of the criteria of war. For instance, writing in 1939 American philosopher Horace Kallen 
suggests that ‘war may be defined as an armed contest between two or more sovereign institutions 
employing organized military forces in the pursuit of specific ends’298, while in the book War: 
patterns of conflict (1972) Richard Barringer defines war as ‘one possible mode of policy activity 
aimed at effectively and favourably resolving an ongoing conflict of interests.’299 Though written 
decades apart, these definitions focus more on the components and aims of war than its complex 
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relationship with violence. Instead, Clausewitz establishes the fundamental links between war and 
violence through a framework of power; in fact for Clausewitz, war is a manifestation of violence. At 
the end of this same text, Clausewitz expands this simplistic definition linking violence and war to 
the political apparatus when he states that ‘war is nothing but a continuation of political intercourse, 
with a mixture of other means’.300 In keeping with Clausewitz’s understanding of war as linked to 
violence and power, in the essay ‘Reflections on Violence’ (1969) Hannah Arendt quotes C Wright 
Mills  when she posits that it is an accepted point of concurrence among political theorists ‘that 
violence is nothing more than the most flagrant manifestation of power.’301 In other words, the 
display of violence is simply a fluctuation of or struggle for power, whether that be to maintain or to 
usurp some form of control. This interlinking of concepts related to and saturated in the mechanisms 
and appendages of power recalls the much later work on power and discourse of theorist Michel 
Foucault. As discussed in Chapter Two of this thesis, Foucault explains in the lecture 
Power/Knowledge, that ‘…power is not to be taken to be as a phenomenon of one individual's 
consolidated and homogeneous domination over others, or that of one group or class over 
others.’302 Put simply, Foucault argues that power is not a tool, possessed and wielded by states, 
groups or individuals but is instead something pervasive and ubiquitous.303  In the context of war, 
Foucault’s assertions do not dispute the rudimentary principle that conflict through means of 
violence is, at its most basic level, a struggle for power and control. Furthermore, Foucault argues 
that the power sought cannot be captured or contained but instead flows freely and can be 
observed as part of, but is not limited to, the exertion of violence. Instead in his book Discipline and 
Punish (1979), Foucault analyses the evolving role of power in society and its shift from being 
something conspicuous to something latent and unseen. Earlier practices of ‘discipline’, or violence, 
exercised by the State in the mid eighteenth century focused on punitive power as spectacle, such as 
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public hangings or burnings.304  These commonplace forms of public ‘discipline’ emphasised the level 
of authority held by those in control, most commonly a monarchy, and thus drew attention to their 
sovereign power to kill and let live. Foucault records a shift from this practice at the end of the 
eighteenth century where State acts of ‘discipline’ developed into more covert practices that placed 
emphasis on the individual subject, which mainly consisted of constant surveillance and restricted 
freedoms.305  
In Foucault’s view, the disciplinary reach of power extends to both the individual scale of the body 
and the industrial scale of human life as a whole, in what he  terms as ‘anatamo-politics’  and 
‘biopolitics’ respectively.306 The concept of biopolitical power focuses on man-as-species rather than 
as an individual.307 In the context of war participants are seen collectively in biopolitical terms as 
either an ally or enemy, there is no individual distinction within this binary, it is one grouping or the 
other. The field of biopower is complementary to Foucault’s notion of sovereign power, discussed 
above, in that the sovereign power to kill and let live is inverted, in the case of biopower, to make 
live and let die.308 As discussed in Chapter Two of this thesis, Foucault uses the example of war 
waging as a means of describing the distinction between sovereign power and biopower: ‘Wars are 
no longer waged in the name of a sovereign who must be defended; they are waged on behalf of the 
existence of everyone’.309 That is to say, war is waged and as a result people are killed so that the 
importance of life is reinforced, which is an innately paradoxical relationship. In his essay 
‘Necropolitics’ (2003), Achille Mbembe builds on Foucault’s critique of sovereignty as linked to the 
notions of war and biopower.310 Mbembe summarises Foucault’s notion of biopower as ‘the domain 
of life over which power has taken control’311 and from this introduces his own notion of 
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necropower, which refers to the subjugation of life to the power of death,312 that is to say the 
capacity to decide which lives are disposable and which are not.313 Writing specifically in relation to 
modern warfare, Mbembe argues that necropolitical warwaging aims ‘to force the enemy into 
submission regardless of the immediate consequences, side effects, and “collateral damage” of the 
military actions.’314 This is precisely the case with the Calderón administration’s war on drug 
trafficking, which has resulted in the deaths of thousands of Mexican civilians despite its professed 
aims to restore national security and protect citizens. The colossal loss of human life at the expense 
of the government’s war on drugs will be explored in this chapter in relation to the photographic 
representations examined as well as in Chapters Five and Six with regard to the photographic and 
filmic output of Mónica González, Pablo Orta, Natalia Almada and Bernardo Ruiz. The next section of 
this chapter will examine the connection between war and photography, a crucial relationship 
regarding the potency of the photographic frame in representing conflict to the public.  
War and photography 
Following on from my previous discussions of war as linked to violence and power, I will now 
consider the relationship between war and photography. This chapter focuses primarily on 
photographic representations of the current drug conflict in Mexico. In order to examine the 
function and implications of the photographs evaluated, it is necessary to contextualise my analyses 
with a brief discussion of the links between the photographic medium and its current and historic 
role in the practice of war and the depiction of suffering.  
Building on the work of Friedrich Engels, Arendt writes that ‘violence—as distinct from power, force, 
or strength—always needs implements’.315 These implements, the tools of warfare, have evolved 
substantially since the time of Carl von Clausewitz and Horace Kallen as observed, in part, by 
Foucault through his study of power and discipline. A key device of contemporary warfare is rooted 
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in photographic technology. As Caroline Brothers elaborates this can be observed in ‘the first pairing 
of combat vehicle and camera during the First World War […] to the infra-red imaging that allowed 
night vision of enemy positions in the recent Gulf War.’316 Photography is an integral part of war-
waging technology. However, the photojournalistic or photo-artistic lens and the images war 
reporters capture are also tools of war, subject to the interests of power, and with the potential to 
effect violence. As Brothers argues, ‘photographs play a decisive role in the outcome of battle, 
influencing and in turn being influenced by changes in public attitudes to the hostilities.’317 Even in 
the hands of a photojournalist, the act of framing presupposes decisions such as that which is 
excluded from the boundaries of the image. Intrinsically, the photograph is always a representation 
and a singular but carefully selected perspective of a much larger scene.  
In Mexico violence and its visual representations have gained an everyday presence in society. More 
than one hundred and twenty thousand deaths were recorded at the end of Calderón’s sexenio,318 
and the forced disappearances were estimated at around thirty thousand people.319 These often 
gruesome and macabre deaths are regularly represented in the daily newspapers and most 
commonly the nota roja.320 This constant atmosphere of conflict buttressed by daily media 
representations of shocking imagery has threatened a social normalisation of violence. In her book 
Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), Susan Sontag examines the difficulty of providing impactful 
visual representations of war to a society saturated with images of brutality. Sontag argues that for 
an image to affect the viewer, to accuse and to provoke change it must shock them.321 The 
widespread diffusion of chilling images in Mexico that depict the government’s violent conflict with 
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the drug cartels has reduced the potential shock factor of these images. Such levels of violence are 
also regularly depicted in popular cinema such as Luis Estrada’s El Infierno (2010), Gerardo Naranjo’s 
Miss Bala (2011) and Amat Escalante’s internationally lauded film Heli (2013). These films thematise, 
and in the case of El Infierno parody, violence while referencing and interrogating a national reality. 
Through their shocking portrayals of the conflict, these films, among others, question the use of 
violence by the government as a means of attaining social order and similarly, seek to expose the 
institutional impunity that benefits from this system.322 Just as with these filmic representations of 
the conflict, the photographers in this chapter aim to provide alternative representations of the drug 
war that provoke reflection and engagement from the viewer. In the case of Pardo, his 
photojournalistic work often avoids direct images of corpses and instead focuses on the military 
presence in the frame. With Brito, it is his aesthetic approach to the capturing of crime scenes that 
almost incidentally include a dead body that creates a space for further consideration and critical 
involvement from the viewer. Without engaging with the context from which these images are 
borne, the deaths of the individuals captured within the frame are rendered wholly generic and 
anonymous.323 As Sontag observes, ‘the scale of war’s murderousness destroys what identifies 
people as individuals, even as human beings. This, of course, is how war looks when it is seen from 
afar, as an image.’324 Thus, in keeping with Sontag’s view that images must shock or haunt in order 
to have an impact and make change, it is through these new and distinct approaches that visual 
representations of violence can escape the quagmire of normalisation and attempt to humanise the 
victims presented in the frames.  
In a similar vein to the mediatic normalisation of brutality, there exists the issue of misrepresenting 
who is responsible for these crimes. News coverage of the conflict, produced by national and 
international media, typically focuses on the crimes of the drug traffickers, and this skewed 
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representation works to erase, in part, the victims of this war.325 According to official statistics, 
ninety percent of those killed by drug-related violence in Mexico were implicated in the trade of 
illicit drugs.326 Nonetheless, as Stephanie Erin Brewer argues the reality of this situation is very 
different, namely: 
the government carries out its war on crime through an array of human rights abuses 
whose victims range from detained suspects, innocent and guilty alike, to individuals 
and communities with no connection to crime.327 
The erasure of the victims of the drug war and the human rights abuses committed by the 
government and military is explored in great detail in Chapter Five of this thesis in relation to the 
mass public protests condemning the government’s war and to the visual works of Pablo Orta and 
Mónica González. As discussed in Chapters Two and Five of this thesis, these official claims that the 
ninety percent of those killed were involved in the narcotics trade feed in to biopolitical and 
necropolitical narratives, to return to Foucauldian and Mbembean terminology. These are discourses 
of authority, such as these statistics propagated by the Mexican federal government, which seek to 
exert control over human processes including mortality on a mass scale, namely by suggesting that 
these deaths were consequential and warranted.328 Though Foucault was writing in the late 1960s, 
Judith Butler develops this notion of biopolitical narratives in her book Frames of War (2009). 
Specifically, Butler analyses the relationship between war and its visual representation, examining 
the role that photography plays in framing and circulating images that discern which lives matter 
and which are expendable. That is to say, Butler’s analysis links the compositional and exclusionary 
nature of the photographic image to the discursive framing and construction of which lives 
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consequently count as human and non-human targets.329 For instance, when discussing the act of 
recording the number of people killed during war in general Butler argues that: 
Numbers, especially the number of war dead, circulate not only as representations of 
war, but as part of the apparatus of war waging. […] Although numbers cannot tell us 
precisely whose lives count, and whose deaths count, we can note how numbers are 
framed and unframed to find out how norms that differentiate livable and grievable 
lives are at work in the context of war.330 
This focus by Butler on the quantitative framing of the dead as a homogenous statistic is implicitly 
biopolitical.331 Victims of Mexico’s drug war have been grouped together with those complicit in the 
narcotics trade in official statistics, such as those from the Latin America, Strategic Survey (2009), 
categorising them as an enemy of national security and thus rendering their deaths justifiable and by 
extension ungrievable.332 Similarly, Calderón’s own rhetoric concerning the human costs of this 
military offensive further characterises the deaths of civilians as ungrievable. Though no formal 
declaration of war was made by Calderón upon launching his State offensive, in a speech delivered in 
July 2007 he refers openly to ‘una guerra frontal’ / a full frontal war, and crucially ‘una guerra de 
largo plazo, que no será fácil ni rápido ganarla, que tomará tiempo, que tomará recursos 
económicos, vidas humanas, pero es una guerra que vamos a ganar con el apoyo de la sociedad’333 / 
A long-term war that will not be easy or quick to win, it will take time, it will take economic 
resources, human lives, but it is a war that we will win with the support of society. Here human lives 
are framed, to use Butler’s terminology, as simply another resource used to fuel the war machine, 
tertiary to resources such as time and money. Calderón’s reference to societal support as a crucial 
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enabler for winning this war is also inherently biopolitical. This wording harks back to earlier 
discussions in this chapter of the nature of modern warfare as, from an ideological perspective, 
waged on behalf of everyone’s right to life.334 Once again the contradictory relationship of war as a 
means of ensuring and sustaining life is foregrounded in government rhetoric.  Butler’s deliberate 
use of photographic language such as ‘framed’ and ‘unframed’ emphasises the delimiting nature of 
the photographic medium, which, she argues plays an equally significant role in distinguishing valued 
and non-valued lives via the lens’s representation of war.  
Thus Butler and Sontag both identify the power of photographic representation in the context of 
war. While Sontag scrutinises the potential of the image to impact the viewer and effect change 
through its shocking or haunting capabilities, Butler examines how the photographic lens can 
contribute to necropolitical narratives by framing which lives matter and excluding all others. Far 
from an indexical mirror of reality, the frame and photographer play an active role in capturing and 
distinguishing the significance and value of the scenes and individuals featured within the confines of 
the frame. Butler and Sontag’s work on representing the casualties of war will be applied to Pedro 
Pardo and Fernando Brito’s respective photoseries as a means of identifying the ways these 
photographers’ images attempt to improve upon typical representations of violence and depict 
individuals as more than biopolitical data.  
The next part of this chapter will focus on the work of Pedro Pardo and his photoseries Drug Cartels’ 
War, which seeks to represent the violence afflicting Mexico, particularly in Acapulco, Guerrero. My 
analyses in this section will be informed by the prior discussions of the normalisation of violence in 
the media and the importance of the approach taken by the photographer to steer away from the 
generic anonymising of victims. 
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Pedro Pardo’s Drug Cartels’ War (2011) 
 Building on the previous discussions of theoretical notions of war and photography, this 
section will examine the photoseries Drug Cartels’ War (2011) captured by photojournalist Pedro 
Pardo. Originally from Puebla, Pardo is an internationally recognised photojournalist who has 
worked for a wide variety of Mexican newspapers including El Universal, Sintesis, El Sur and La 
Jornada de Oriente.335 Pardo currently works for the Mexican regional daily La Jornada de Guerrero 
in conjunction with the global press agency Agence France-Presse.336 In the year 2012, Pardo’s 
photoseries entitled Drug Cartels’ War, which covers Mexico’s narco-conflict, won the World Press 
Photo’s third prize in the category of ‘contemporary issues’.337 In addition, one photo from the series 
(Figure 4), which depicts a crime scene, was named as one of Time magazine’s top ten photos of the 
year in 2011.338 Pardo’s visual documentation of the drug war has also won conflict-specific awards 
such as the Bayeux-Calvados Award for war correspondents, for which he was award second place in 
the year 2011.339 Pardo’s photos record the violent realities of Mexico’s ongoing narco-conflict and 
these accolades recognise Pardo’s depiction of the conflict as distinct from the everyday 
representations printed in Mexico’s mass media outlets. Based in Guerrero, Pardo’s images 
document the clash of cartels and authorities in an increasingly dangerous area. The significance of 
the setting of Pardo’s photographs in the city of Acapulco in the state of Guerrero will be analysed in 
the next section of this thesis.  
Regional effects: Acapulco, Guerrero 
 The city of Acapulco, Guerrero provides the sole location of Pardo’s photoseries. This section 
will examine the significance of this location in both cultural and socio-political terms. Below, I will 
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provide a contextualisation for the drastically changed environment of Acapulco, Guerrero, once a 
coveted holiday hotspot popularised in classic Hollywood cinema and now a central hub for extreme 
daily narco-violence and crime. Through the close analysis of some of Drug Cartels’ War’s images, 
this section will demonstrate how the drug-related violence has expanded into all aspects of daily 
life in areas such as Acapulco. 
The state of Guerrero, as well as Sinaloa discussed in the second part of this chapter, forms part of 
Mexico’s Pacific coast, one of the nation’s bulk production zones for opium poppy and marijuana.340 
The Sinaloa Cartel historically controlled drug production in Guerrero, however, during Calderón’s 
sexenio this regional control was challenged by many emerging and long-standing cartels including 
the South Pacific Organization, the Gulf Cartel, and more recently by the Zetas.341  As discussed in 
Chapter One of this thesis, Calderón’s war against the cartels intensified the pace of gang 
fragmentation already present since the early 1990s.342 Eduardo Guerrero links the atomising of the 
cartels directly to the government strategy which targeted the leaders of the Beltrán Leyva 
organisation which, he in turn argues led to ‘an escalation in the fragmentation process and in 
violence.’ 343  This increased splintering of gangs is exemplified by the official number of drug 
trafficking networks recorded in the year 2006 compared to the year 2011. According to Guerrero 
there were six principal cartels trafficking drugs in the year 2006: the Familia Michoacana, and the 
Sinaloa, Tijuana, Gulf, Juárez, and Milenio Cartels.344 In the year 2011, still according to Guerrero, 
these six trafficking networks had become twelve: the Milenio Cartel had divided into the Resistance 
and the Jalisco Cartel; and in addition this there were the Barbie Cartel, the South Pacific Cartel, the 
Independent Cartel of Acapulco; Teo García’s Tijuana faction; the Zetas, who had supported the Gulf 
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Cartel as an enforcement wing but split off in the year 2010;345 as well as the first five 
aforementioned cartels present in the year 2006.346 However, in addition to these twelve identified 
by Guerrero, there are countless more known cartels currently operating in the state of Guerrero 
such as the Knights Templar, La Línea, and La Barredora.347  The city of Acapulco was particularly 
affected by the violent conflicts caused by the rapid fragmentation of the cartels between the years 
2007 and 2011,348  where the increased intensity of competition for control of illegal markets has led 
to unprecedented levels of violence. 
Drug Cartels’ War comprises nine photographs, all shot at crime scenes in the city of Acapulco and 
all featuring the lifeless bodies of drug war victims within the frame. Once known, at the very least 
from US perspective, for its luxury beach resorts which attracted classic Hollywood stars like John 
Wayne and Gregory Peck, as well as playing host to feature films such as Fun in Acapulco (1963) 
starring Elvis Presley and The Lady from Shanghai (1947) starring Rita Hayworth and Orson Welles, 
Acapulco now represents a very different landscape. Based on the highest number of murder cases 
per capita, Acapulco is now recorded as one of the most dangerous cities in the world.349  In this 
context, these Hollywood representations of Acapulco’s golden age are now purely nostalgic, 
reduced to vestiges of the city’s glamorous past, while Pardo’s photojournalistic images discussed 
below present audiences with Acapulco’s current profile of ongoing violent conflict and unrest. 
Though most of Pardo’s photos are not captured in popular tourist areas, one shot (Figure 1) 
contrasts this notion of a famous beachside town with the city’s, and the country’s, current crisis. 
The photograph is divided across the middle by a roadside barrier, which separates the foreground 
and the background of the image. In the foreground the photograph depicts a woman crouched with 
her back to the camera, in front of a corpse covered by a black tarp. The photograph’s caption 
explains that the woman is an official from the public prosecutor’s office examining the body of one 
                                                          
345
 InSight Crime, ‘Gulf Cartel’, http://www.insightcrime.org (9 March 2017) [Accessed 10 April 207]. 
346
 Corcoran, Trends in Organized Crime: 315. 
347
 Corcoran, Trends in Organized Crime: 315. 
348
 Guerrero, Mexico’s Struggle for Public Security, p. 40. 
349
 ‘Most Dangerous Cities in the World’ (2 March 2016) http://www.worldatlas.com/articles/most-dangerous-cities-in-the-
world.html [Accessed 20 March 2016]. 
121 
 
of two civil servants killed on 16 August 2011. In the background of the same image, Pardo captures 
a hotel-lined beach filled with holidaymakers. As explained by the caption, the beach is the 
‘legendary’ La Caleta and is known, according to the travel guide Rough Guides, for its ‘boisterous, 
carnival-like atmosphere.’350  
 
Figure 1: Pedro Pardo, ‘Mexico An official from the public prosecutor’s office examines the corpse of one of two civil 
servants, killed at La Caleta beach, on 16 August’, Drug Cartel's War, (Acapulco, Mexico: Agence France-Presse, 2011). 
 
The division of the scene created by the roadside border across the middle of the frame is deliberate 
and creates a multitude of binary comparisons. Firstly, the frame captures the near and the far. This 
translates literally into the foreground and the background: the near scene at the bottom of the 
frame depicts a woman confronted by the death of a colleague, this stands in direct opposition to 
the laidback atmosphere of the beach-goers and holidaymakers in the far scene. Much like the 
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footage of the Jardines de Humaya cemetery in Natalia Almada’s documentary feature El Velador 
(2011) discussed in Chapter Six of this thesis, in the forefront of Pardo’s image there is a sense of 
recent violence and the anticipation of further conflict in the future. In this sense, the division within 
the frame emphasises the urgent issue or more prominent reality of quotidian violence in Acapulco. 
Pardo’s photograph plays with popularised image-making of Acapulco, by juxtaposing this violence 
with the city’s much-iconised beach resorts. The image highlights how violence is now inseparable 
from daily life in Acapulco but also compositionally foregrounds death and grief while leisure and 
relaxation takes on a secondary element in the photo and thus, by extension, life in this area. This 
same foreground/background opposition signifies the city’s past and present. Just as the beach 
provides a backdrop to this crime, it is clear that Acapulco’s image as an idyllic vacation spot has 
receded into a distant memory. Once again, the literal visual foregrounding of death and grief 
emphasises the more prominent presence of violence in the city that is overtaking the former 
prevalence of its tourism industry and beach town image.  
As previously discussed, gruesome images of death and crime are commonplace in Mexico’s 
reporting of the narco-conflict, however, Pardo’s structural juxtaposition of antagonistic scenes in 
Figure 1 provides what Sontag would call a haunting factor. Pardo’s composition presents a divided 
city where daily life is constantly bordered by violence. Other than the short caption provided, which 
describes the scene, there is no contextualisation or explanation of the murder the photograph 
presents. The necessity of a caption as a means of explaining images of war is disputed by Sontag, 
who argues: ‘the case against war does not rely on information about who and when and where; the 
arbitrariness of the relentless slaughter is evidence enough.’351 In Pardo’s image the caption provides 
no greater understanding of the motivations behind the killing which, seen alongside the frivolity of 
the beach-goers, resonates as even more senseless. The fact that these two scenes can exist side by 
side in the frame emphasises the banality of such violence further. As Hannah Arendt argues in her 
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book On Violence (1970), ‘violence harbors within itself an additional element of arbitrariness’. 352 
Violence, whether defined as a manifestation of war, as by Carl von Clausewitz, 353 or of power, as by 
C Wright Mills,354 is represented here in the photographic frame as purposeless and banal. The 
image provides a harrowing insight into the effects of the conflict in Acapulco but, as Sontag posits, 
it is not the role of the photograph ‘to repair our ignorance about the history and causes of suffering 
it picks out and frames’.355 Instead, imagery such as Figure 1 functions as an invitation to the viewer 
to engage with the photograph, to reflect on the scene captured within the frame and the climate of 
instability and terror that the photo represents.  
Seen in the context of the national crisis of violence, the image testifies to another reality of 
Mexico’s drug war: the further dispersion of violence across the country. That is to say, the increased 
militarisation and intensity of Calderón’s drug war has resulted in an extension of the conflict’s 
battlegrounds across Mexico, from the obvious example of the streets of border towns to the more 
pernicious reality of the beaches and leisure areas of the rest of the country. The reach of the narco-
conflict is so widespread that this image of death on a roadside in Acapulco reflects similar acts of 
violence in cities across the country. The extension of the domain of the struggle into the domestic 
and leisure areas  is further emphasised in another photo from this series, where the body of a 
woman and a girl are framed lying on the floor of a family home, on 15 March 2011 (Figure 2). The 
caption explains that the woman and two of her granddaughters, aged six and two, were killed by 
gunmen. The image captures the woman and her six year-old granddaughter from a high angle, their 
bodies recoiled and entangled to the right edge of the frame. Though their faces are obscured and 
the two year-old granddaughter is absent from the shot, the face of a blonde plastic doll returns the 
viewer’s gaze to the left edge of the frame, its size and connotative qualities as a young child’s toy 
indicative of a clashing of childhood innocence and the growing climate of terror and brutality 
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affecting the country. These victims, the elderly and the young alike, do not comply with the 
pervading government rhetoric that ninety percent of those killed are complicit with drug trafficking 
organisations. In this instance, the violence of the drug war has penetrated the domestic space, the 
expansion of the combat zone visibly reaching into the home sphere.  The stained fabric of the 
curtains behind the subjects and the deep chipping away of the plaster walls from bullet holes allude 
to the current effects of the drug war on domestic life. Normally a location connotative of safety and  
 
Figure 2: Pedro Pardo, ‘The body of a woman and a girl lie on the floor of a family home, on 15 March. The woman and 
two of her granddaughters, aged six and two, were killed by gunmen’, Drug Cartels’ War (Acapulco, Mexico: Agence 
France-Presse, 2011). 
 
security, this home is tarnished by the bullets’ impact and visibly damaged. Pardo’s compositional 
focus on only a small area of space in the corner of the room works to universalise the location; the 
subject of the image is no longer violence in Acapulco but all homes in Mexico where the threat of 
death as a result of the drug war is now an intensifying risk. The way Pardo frames the shot, with 
only minor indications that its setting is within a house, further emphasises the destruction of the 
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home space as a symptom of the catastrophic drug war violence: other than the fabric behind the 
bodies of the grandmother and child, the frame is devoid of furnishings or ornaments that might 
suggest the intimacy of a home. Instead, only death and ruination are made discernible to the 
viewer.  
The next section of this chapter will continue to scrutinise Drug Cartels’ War by examining the 
communicative function of Pardo’s photoseries as well as that of the violence it captures. 
The informative function of photojournalism 
In this segment of the chapter I will interrogate the relationship between the informative 
potential of the photojournalistic image and the propagandistic and necropolitical narratives 
pervading narco-communication. Proceeding on this track, this section of the chapter will examine 
the communicative and performative aspects of cartel violence as represented in Drug Cartels’ War. 
My discussions in this section will engage with Sontag’s notions of the photograph’s capacity to 
‘shock’ the viewer, as expressed in her book Regarding the Pain of Others, as well as the work of 
Foucault and Mbembe on sovereign power and social control. In my discussions of performativity, I 
will rely on the seminal work of J L Austin in her book How to Do Things with Words (1962). 
As a visual reporter Pardo’s work follows an informative thread with images often used in 
conjunction with editorial or news text. While both Pardo and Brito work as photojournalists, Brito’s 
photoseries Tus pasos adopts an artistic approach to its subject matter; Pardo’s photoseries Drug 
Cartels’ War, meanwhile, notably resides in the scope of photojournalism. This section specifically 
examines the significance of the photographic branch of photojournalism, or photoreportage, and its 
role and impact on the representation of ‘shocking’ conflict, to use Sontag’s words.   
Pardo’s work documents the realities of Mexico’s drug war via the photographic lens. Though Drug 
Cartels’ War solely features images of corpses, sometimes in their most gruesome and abused 
states, Pardo claims that unlike the nota roja his images are not produced for sensationalist or 
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voyeuristic purposes.356 As previously mentioned, the nota roja is a sensationalist form of journalism 
in Mexico that solely features stories related to crime, accidents and especially physical violence as a 
means of attracting viewers’ attention and increasing the publication’s circulation.357 Instead, in his 
own words, Pardo argues that through his photographs he attempts ‘to portray the violence that 
[he] bear[s] witness to […] and to do so in such a way that they emphasize their informative 
function.’358 Pardo’s comment here speaks to the very definition of photojournalism.359 As a visual 
form of reporting, photojournalism is intrinsically tied to the act of informing and of portraying 
current news or events. It is clear from this quote, therefore, that Pardo views his own role in 
documenting the conflict as journalistic and communicative. Conversely, the images published in the 
nota roja associate violence with morbidity without recognition of the social and symbolic conditions 
that engendered the situation they depict. As a photojournalist Pardo seeks to avoid this 
sensationalism and locate the viewer’s gaze from another perspective.  
Pardo’s choice of words when speaking about Drug Cartels’ War recalls the writing of Sontag on the 
power of the image to ‘shock’ the viewer into action.360 Building on her previous work in On 
Photography (1977) Sontag writes in Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), ‘harrowing photographs 
do not inevitably lose their power to shock. But they are not much help if the task is to 
understand.’361 In the context of Mexico’s national crisis where the public is subjected to daily 
graphic representations of violence, Sontag’s words can be understood to defend the still shocking 
potency of such photography. Images of extreme violence continue to disturb viewers despite the 
prolificacy of these representations. Instead, Sontag’s argument homes in on the other potential 
shortcomings of such imagery; she posits that while harrowing images can still shock they do not 
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necessarily enhance or develop the viewer’s understanding of a scene captured in the frame. That is 
to say, the context of a distressing photograph is not explained more clearly by the presence of the 
grotesque or the gruesome. However, Sontag continues by adding that ‘photographs do something 
else: they haunt us.’362 The suggestion in Sontag’s statement is that the photograph’s potency is in 
its lasting effect, the image’s ability to persist in the viewer’s mind. This notion of haunting, in 
particular, will be explored further in relation to Fernando Brito’s photoseries Tus pasos, discussed in 
the second part of this chapter. In the case of Drug Cartels’ War, Pardo’s deliberate emphasis on 
composition within the frame enables the viewer to regard scenes of brutality differently. By 
carefully structuring each shot from a distinct angle or distance, Pardo attempts to create complex 
and thoughtful images. The focus in Pardo’s frames is not on the indexical depiction of gruesome or 
torturous acts but, instead, on certain aspects of the violence overtaking the city of Acapulco. In 
keeping with Sontag’s claim that ‘Such images cannot be more than an invitation to pay attention, to 
reflect, to learn, to examine the rationalizations for mass suffering offered by established powers,363 
the photoseries Drug Cartels’ War is an invitation and a springboard for viewers to examine and 
reflect upon the conflict. From this perspective, much can be learned from the close analysis of 
these images which communicate the daily suffering and struggle faced by Mexican citizens.  
It is not simply the photograph that yields a communicative function but equally the violence it 
depicts. The narco-inflicted violence represented in Pardo’s images carries its own language and 
semiology. Indeed, the disposal of tortured and lifeless bodies in public spaces forms part of the 
developing language of narco-communication. This public display of corpses by cartels in Mexico 
recalls Foucault’s observations in Discipline and Punish (1979) on the French State’s use of punitive 
power as spectacle in the mid eighteenth century.364 These practices of discipline, such as public 
hangings, were used as a means of foregrounding the sovereign authority of those in power to kill 
and let live. At the end of the eighteenth century, according to Foucault, this practice shifted to 
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more covert forms of discipline that placed emphasis on the individual subject, such as the close 
monitoring of prisoners through surveillance.365 Parallel to this exists Foucault’s notion of biopolitical 
power, which takes human life as a mass entity by focusing on man-as-species.366 In the case of 
biopower, thus, the sovereign power to kill and let live is inverted, in the case of biopower, to make 
live and let die.367 In Mexico, the strategic abandonment of brutalised cadavers in public spaces by 
drug cartel members testifies to the biopolitical power being exercised by these trafficking 
organisations. These victims have been allowed to die by the cartels and, by extension, the citizens 
who encounter these bodies are obliged by the cartels to live on in these conditions. This communal 
demonstration of power symbolically challenges the State’s monopoly on violence as well as its 
supposed sovereignty.368 As Pablo Piccato argues with reference to narcotorture and 
communication, ‘the most efficient way to make messages credible is violence.’369 Cartel members 
use murder and the public disposal or dumping of bodies as a means of legitimating their threats, as 
well as establishing their position of authority, acquired by force. These forms of communication 
constitute part of a discursive strategy to maintain power, propagate fear and antagonise their 
adversaries. These municipal exhibitions of violence draw attention to the power held by drug 
trafficking organisations and display the methods traffickers use to intimidate people and control 
territories.  
In the same vein, further emphasising the biopolitical sovereignty of the cartels to make live and let 
die,370 these criminals have the ability to choose what meaning, if any, these murders have.371 The 
bodies of these targets of biopolitical acts are repurposed as vehicles of communication. As Andrew 
Lantz writes, ‘The corpse plays a symbolic and propagandistic role in the narco world […] its value is 
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one of exhibition. The dead body is deconstructed and reduced to an image or ephemeral 
symbol.’372  Lantz’s use of the word exhibition is particularly pertinent to the curated and wholly 
public display of these bodies. The arrangement of corpses at the site of their desertion forms a 
deliberate and carefully orchestrated message. In their abused and manipulated state, the bodies 
themselves are commodified and used to communicate with other cartels or the federal government 
and, above all, Mexico’s citizens. The specific focus with these corpse messages373 on death as 
representative but also performative, as I will discuss below, feeds into Mbembe’s notion of 
necropolitical power. The former living individuals behind these codified narco-communications 
have been exploited, their lives subjugated to the power of death.  These lives are not only 
disposable in the sense that they are killed as a result of ongoing conflict and without consequence, 
but they are also literally disposed of and their conquered bodies are recycled for other means. The 
victims of such violence are transformed not simply because of the abuse their bodies have endured 
but equally, due to their post-mortem repurposing as an object of communication. The cadavers 
cease to represent people and instead are converted into the implements essential to the practice of 
violence, as defined by Hannah Arendt in her book On Violence (1970).374 Through the exercise of 
necropolitical power, these victims are relinquished of their individuality and their humanity and 
their bodies are reduced to rudiments and symbols.  Mexican writer and critic Carlos Monsiváis calls 
this ‘semiótica bárbara’ / barbaric semiotics.375  Monsiváis’ phrasing draws further attention to the 
communicative and symbolic nature of these shared displays. As a corollary, these corpses become 
props used as part of an aesthetic mise-en-scène of violence that is wholly performative. Here I refer 
to the linguistic term ‘performativity’, as defined by J L Austin in her book How to Do Things with 
Words (1962).376 The word performative signifies the capacity of communication, regardless of form, 
                                                          
372
 Lantz, Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies: 262. 
373
 Lantz, Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies: 262. 
374
 Arendt,’A Special Supplement: Reflections on Violence’, February 27, 1969 ISSUE 
375
 Carlos Monsiváis, ‘Semiótica barbara’, Proceso (27 December 2009) <http://www.proceso.com.mx/83106/semiotica-
barbara > [Accessed 19 July 2016] 
376
 Lantz, Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies: 256. 
130 
 
to consummate an action, alter or construct social reality.377 As Lantz argues in the case of the drug 
conflict, it is the semiotic expression of the cartels’ communal disposal of bodies that contributes to 
their undermining of the State’s authority and reinforces the cartels’ own burgeoning societal 
control.378 The performative nature of these executions and their subsequent display enables drug 
trafficking organisations to communicate using lifeless bodies. The message communicated works to 
destabilise the authority of established systems of governance and control.  
 
Figure 3: Pedro Pardo, ‘Three corpses were discovered in a street in the La Cima neighborhood of Acapulco on 9 January 
the day after 15 beheaded bodies were found in the city’, Drug Cartels’ War (Acapulco, Mexico: Agence France-Presse, 
2011). 
 
In Drug Cartels’ War, Pardo captures numerous examples of this semiotic expression. For instance in 
Pardo’s photo captioned ‘Three corpses were discovered in a street in the La Cima neighborhood of 
Acapulco on 9 January the day after 15 beheaded bodies were found in the city’ (Figure 3), the 
viewer is confronted with a harrowing image of dismemberment. The image depicts the scene of a 
body disposal, where the remains have been left in pieces. The decapitated head and dismembered 
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arm, leg and a further unidentifiable limb of a torture victim appear in the bottom right hand corner 
of the frame, on the pavement of an otherwise unremarkable street.  The rest of the frame is 
occupied by military agents, recognisable in their camouflage uniforms, bulletproof vests and 
carrying assault rifles. Once again, Pardo’s composition encourages the viewer to examine the 
contexts surrounding the violent necropolitical expressions captured in the frame. For example, the 
dismembered body parts appear at the edge of the frame and are out of focus, while the military 
persons who observe this corporal narco-message appear sharp and dominate the foreground of the 
frame. Hence, the focal point of the image is not the corpse but the anonymous military agent 
observing it. A number of the soldiers in the frame are caught examining the body parts at a 
distance. This visual emphasis on the act of looking in the shot thematises the notion of violence as 
spectacle and performance. As Piccato elaborates in relation to these acts of body disposal and 
communication by drug traffickers: 
If the performance of the violence fully makes sense only for those who understand this 
specific vocabulary and are aware of the current disputes for territory, the performance 
also has a broader effect by sowing fear and confusion throughout general audiences 
that see in the obscurity of these messages further evidence that authorities are 
powerless to do anything about violence.379 
Piccato’s reference to the performance aspect of such violence highlights the interactive and 
audience-engaging nature of these corpse messages. These morbid scenes are linguistic 
performances that are used to communicate with the public, the government and rival groups. As 
Piccato elucidates, these communiqués are also used to propagate fear and, apropos to this, to 
destabilise the societal control exercised by those in power, namely Calderón’s administration. This 
scene is exemplary of this communicative function. As discussed, these messages embodied by 
mutilated corpses are frequently used to emphasise the necropolitical power of the cartels, the 
                                                          
379
 Piccato, Mexico’s Struggle for Public Security, p. 58. 
132 
 
exercise of which in turn undermines the State’s own claims of authority. Thus Pardo’s photographic 
composition captures the intersection of a message being transmitted (in the form of the corpse) 
and received (by the observing soldiers). This interaction alludes to the power dynamic at play. 
Though the faces of the soldiers, and hence their reactions, cannot be discerned due to their 
balaclavas, the grotesque dismemberment that draws their eyes suggests a disturbing effect that 
shakes the foundations of their authority. In this image the dismembered body parts represent a 
symbolic undermining of the State’s authority, while the soldiers represent the institutional 
hegemony of the Mexican government.  
 
Figure 4: Pedro Pardo, ‘A man squats beside the body of a relative, one of three corpses discovered in a street in the La 
Cima neighborhood of Acapulco on 9 January’, Drug Cartels’ War (Acapulco, Mexico: Agence France-Presse, 2011). 
Perhaps most indicative of the performance, rather than performative, aspect of such violence is 
Figure 4, captioned ‘A man squats beside the body of a relative, one of three corpses discovered in a 
street in the La Cima neighborhood of Acapulco on 9 January the day after 15 beheaded bodies were 
found in the city.’ The image is structured like a theatrical stage with the main players, the corpse 
133 
 
and grieving family, at the centre front of the scene. Next, in the middle ground to the left and right 
edges of the frame, military officers regard the scene. Finally, spread across the background of the 
image like a chorus, dozens of citizens look on at the corpse at the forefront of the frame. The image 
is populated with the faces of people whose gazes lead the viewer back to the centre foreground of 
the frame where the body lies. This layered composition testifies to the strata of meaning associated 
with these types of exhibitionist killings. This murder is a message to all those onlookers featured in 
the frame, as well as the viewer regarding the scene from the fourth wall provided by Pardo’s 
camera lens. As mentioned above the message to the police is one of control, the corpse here is 
used to articulate the extent of the necropolitical power possessed by drug trafficking organisations 
by determining which lives are disposable. The secondary message captured via Pardo’s framing of 
the audience is one of fear. As Piccato argues the broader effect of such violence is the propagation 
of fear and confusion among the general public.380 This, in turn, further undermines the supposed 
authority of the federal forces also featured in the image as they are powerless to protect the 
citizens from the effects of these publicly curated murders.  
The way cartel members commoditise bodies to transmit messages results in a conflation of body 
and message.381 As Lantz suggests, ‘essentially, the message is the body, and the body is the 
message.’382 Nevertheless, despite this conflation, narcomantas383 / narcobanners serve a 
complementary if not simply supplementary addition to the public abandonment of these bodies. 
These handwritten banners are attached by cartel members to public structures as well as lifeless 
and often tortured bodies. Narcomantas are a common form of communication used by drug 
trafficking organisations to aid engagement with rivalling gangs, the general public and official 
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authorities. More specifically, the messages narcomantas convey typically deliver accusations 
against the federal government and its agents, claim responsibility for murders or condemn 
behaviours among competing gangs or the public.384 The significance of these messages has been 
assessed by a number of commentators: for instance journalist Miguel Ángel Chávez Díaz de León 
describes narcomantas, among other aspects of narco cultura / narco culture as ‘una fórmula de 
comunicación alternativa’ / an alternative form of communication.385 Anthropologist Howard 
Campbell views narcomensajes / narcomessages as a form of ‘narco-propaganda’386, part of 
‘primitive political manifestos’.387 This narco-communication forms part of the subculture of 
narcocultura. Narcocultura consists of songs or narco corridos, the lyrics of which work to 
mythologise personages and help to establish reputations for individual cartel members, as well as 
low-quality cinematic representations known as narcocine among other forms of representations, 
styles and practices. The way these cultural outputs aid the promotion of the cartel lifestyle and 
glamourise cartel violence is explored onscreen in Shaul Schwarz’s documentary film Narco Cultura 
(2013). These different cultural forms all contribute in some respect to the creation and dispersion 
of a narco-sovereignty that challenges the established regime of control held by the federal 
government. Only one of Drug Cartels’ War’s nine images features a narcomanta (Figure 5) despite 
an investigation by Mexican daily El Universal revealing that nearly four thousand of these messages 
appeared during Calderón’s sexenio, equating to an average of 1.7 per day.388  
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Figure 5: Pedro Pardo, ‘One of two bodies found in the trunk of a taxi in the Acapulco city center, on 11 February’, Drug 
Cartels’ War (Acapulco, Mexico: Agence France-Presse, 2011). 
 
Figure 5, captioned ‘One of two bodies found in the trunk of a taxi in the Acapulco city center, on 11 
February’, shows a close up shot of a pair of feet that are bound and protruding from the boot of a 
car. The victim’s feet emerge from beneath a narcomanta written on an A3 piece of paper in black 
felt tip pen. The words of the message are occluded by the tight constricting space of the car boot 
and, barely discernible, the end of the message reads: ‘y saques tu director penal…ATTE: La 
Barredora’. The message is signed from La Barredora cartel, one of the many hyper-violent criminal 
organisations born from the atomisation of the Beltran Leyva organisation in Acapulco after the 
arrest of its leader Édgar Valdez Villarreal, known as ‘La Barbie’, in August 2010.389 The message also 
references the rival cartel leaders Antonio Barragan ‘el Melon’, Moises Montero ‘el Koreano’, ‘el 
Cholo’, Victor Aguirre and Eden Parra who run the Cártel Independiente de Acapulco (CIDA) / 
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Independent Cartel of Acapulco.390 Both cartels are known for their extremely violent treatment of 
their enemies, as well as terrorising the local population.391 According to government reports seen 
by El Universal, in the year 2016, the CIDA still represented one of the three criminal groups 
operating in Acapulco, and one of eight present in the state of Guerrero,392 while La Barredora was 
not mentioned.  
As indicated above, Pardo’s decision to capture the scene in close up and from a high angle renders 
the text of the narcomanta difficult to read. The edges of the photograph’s frame and those of the 
car boot obscure some of the words of the message, while the angle of the shot forces the viewer to 
tilt their head to regard the message straight-on. This compositional focus away from the 
narcomanta suggests a conscious attempt from Pardo to avoid the gratuitous reproduction of what 
Natalia Mendoza Rockwell terms ‘narco-comunicados’393 / cartel press releases.  Through their 
reproduction and mass circulation via national and social media, these messages are able to reach a 
much wider audience than simply those who encounter the banner at the scene of a crime or in a 
public space.394 Considering this, photojournalists like Pardo often seek ways to circumvent the 
replication and propagation of these narco-communications. Moreover, the exploitation of this body 
by drug trafficking members for communicative means further emphasises the dehumanising nature 
of these messages.  The cartel members are usurping the voice of the murdered individuals via these 
written missives. These corpse messages, as Lantz writes, ‘enable[s] cartels to assert power over the 
narrative of violence through authorial voice, fuelling the establishment of power over a 
constituency.’395 This performative action of seizing an individual’s communicative agency in order to 
assert control and disrupt societal order feeds into necropolitical narratives. That is to say, through 
these actions the cartels are demonstrating their power over biological processes, namely life and 
death. The victim is stripped of their individualism and human independence and then repurposed 
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as an object to represent and publicise the cartel’s sovereign power.  In keeping with Foucauldian 
understandings of discipline and the role of discourse, cartels use these forms of communication to 
maintain power, propagate fear and antagonise their adversaries. These public exhibitions of 
violence draw attention to their power and display the methods they use to intimidate people and 
control territories. In Figure 5, the main focal point of the frame leads the viewer’s gaze not to the 
message but to the feet, a message in itself. In religious symbolism the image of bare feet can 
represent extreme poverty or an acute state of captivity and loss of freedom.396 Pardo’s decision to 
shoot the image in close up further emphasises the claustrophobia of the trunk space, which 
swallows the rest of the victim’s body in the shadows, accentuating their confinement and violently 
enforced subordination. Thus, instead of focusing on the more obvious written message within the 
shot and facilitating the intended thread of communication, Pardo’s image transmits its own 
message centring on the murdered party and their experience.  
Pardo’s distinct approach attempts to shed new light on Mexico’s drug war and avoid the atrocious 
tropes and brutal semiology of drug war communication and its typical visual representation. The 
next section of this chapter will build on above discussions of the power relations at play in the drug 
conflict by focusing on the representation of police and military forces in Pardo’s photoseries.  
 Police and military personnel in the frame 
 Following the above discussions of necropower and the performative potential of violence in 
Mexico’s drug war, this part of the thesis will examine the role of federal forces in the ongoing 
conflict. Here, my analyses will concentrate on the culpability and involvement of State troops in the 
escalation of violence as represented in Pardo’s photoseries. Building on my discussions in the 
previous section on the struggle for societal control between the cartels and the State, here I will 
demonstrate how Pardo’s photographic composition consistently parallels these competing forces as 
a means of comparing and aligning their contribution to the current state of unrest plaguing Mexico.  
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Military and police officers feature in more than half of Drug Cartels’ War’s nine images. Though it 
was during Vicente Fox’s presidency (2000 – 2006) that the role of the military in the country’s 
counter-narcotics initiative was escalated,397 Calderón’s launch of a new phase in the war on drugs at 
the start of his presidency reinforced and renewed these efforts. In November 2008 it was estimated 
that over forty-five thousand military agents were active in the national fight against drug 
trafficking.398 Pardo’s images, therefore, reflect the effects of this large-scale militarisation, often 
containing an accusatory tone. As Sonja Wolf and Gonzalo Celorio Morayta explain, ‘Considerando 
que los soldados no reciben capacitación para llevar a cabo tareas policiales sino para neutralizar al 
enemigo, el hecho de que se cometan abusos es, en cierto sentido, poco sorprendente.’399 / Given 
that soldiers are not trained to carry out police work but to neutralise the enemy, in a sense the fact 
that they commit abuses is no surprise. Wolf and Morayta draw attention to the unfavourable way 
that both soldiers and the police accomplish their tasks, which leads to a negative public perception 
of the federal forces operating in Mexico. In many of Pardo’s images, including Figures 3 and 4 
discussed in the previous section, these State forces can be identified at the edges of the frame. In 
some cases, such as Figure 6 discussed below, the police and military entities captured in Pardo’s 
images are depicted as implicated in the deaths they border.  
Figure 6 is captioned ‘Two bodies found in central Acapulco on 5 February.’ The image is a close up 
level shot of two lifeless male bodies on the pavement in front of a blank cement wall, with their 
arms, legs and faces bound by duct tape. In the foreground, part of the leg and rifle of a federal 
police agent presumably surveying the situation can be discerned, blurred by a shallow depth of 
field. The careful composition of the shot results in the out-of-focus rifle being aimed directly at one 
of the victims. Such a deliberately denunciatory framing brings into question the role of the State 
and its use of force in relation to these deaths. Watt and Zepeda argue:  
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One of the foreseeable results of the Guerra al narco has been the creation of 
favourable conditions for a huge increase in the rate of violent crime, particularly since 
2006 when President Felipe Calderón initiated a new phase in the ‘war on drugs’ by 
expanding the use of military intervention.400  
 
Figure 6: Pedro Pardo, ‘Two bodies found in central Acapulco on 5 February’, Drug Cartels’ War (Acapulco, Mexico: 
Agence France-Presse, 2011). 
 
The violent crime that Watt and Zepeda refer to is not simply the escalation of violence among rival 
gangs, but equally abuses effectuated by military personnel. The Calderón administration’s 
militarisation strategy has resulted in an escalation of human rights abuses by armed forces, whose 
lack of punishment reflects deep-set institutional impunity.401 
By shooting the scene where the bodies lay in close up, and thus only partially featuring the officer 
and their weapon in the foreground, the federal body is rendered both faceless and oppressively 
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large. The corpses are framed level with the pavement, which situates them at the officer’s feet. This 
low-level perspective renders the two dead young men visually insignificant and powerless in the 
face of this overbearing and seemingly insurmountable federal representative. The image lays bare 
the perceived notions of cause and effect, while official government rhetoric suggests that victims 
are typically implicated in the drugs conflict and therefore liable for their own deaths this 
photograph visually challenges that presumption by implicating branches of the federal apparatus 
instead.  
Mexico’s police and security forces are widely considered corrupt and ineffective by the Mexican 
public,402 as well as international authorities.403 In 2001 during Vicente Fox’s presidency a new 
federal police agency known as the Federal Agency of Investigation (AFI) was created to replace the 
Federal Judicial Police, which was considered inadequate and corrupt.404 However, by 2005 one fifth 
of AFI officers were under investigation for criminal activity with nearly a third of those already 
facing charges.405 As a consequence, the AFI was disbanded in the year 2009 due to charges of 
corruption.406 In the year 2006 Calderón appointed the former head of the AFI, Genaro García 
Lunes,407 as Mexico’s Secretary of Public Security, essentially cementing the tradition of police 
impunity in his government. In an interview with the Huffington Post, Anabel Hernández explains:  
The federal police have been trained and armed by the government of the United States 
within the framework of the war on drugs. The U.S. government offered arms, money 
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and training to these corrupt entities because of the drug war. And today, these corrupt 
entities use those arms and that training to attack Mexican citizens.408  
Figure 6, which features an officer’s gun pointed directly at a corpse, parallels Hernández’s words. 
Pardo’s choice of composition implies a potential link between the morbid fates of individual 
Mexican citizens and the federal police and military.  
The Calderón administration’s decision to increase militarisation across the country has contributed 
heavily to the dispersion of violence all over Mexico.409 Civil protests like the 2011 Movimiento por la 
paz con justicia y dignidad / Movement for peace with justice and dignity, discussed in Chapter Five 
of this thesis, denounce the government’s counternarcotics programme. As a result of public protest 
movements like the Movimiento por la paz, the Cámara de Diputados / Chamber of Deputies 
approved the Ley General de Víctimas (2012) / General Victim’s Law, a law legally obliging the State 
to protect victims from crime and human rights abuses.410 As Watt and Zepeda argue, these protests 
demonstrate ‘the widespread belief that the government itself, and not just organised crime, was 
directly responsible for the carnage endured in places like Culiacán, Tamaulipas, Ciudad Juárez and 
Tijuana’.411 The implication here from Watt and Zepeda is that the government’s militarisation 
strategy has been ineffective and counterproductive in combatting rising levels of drug-related 
violence.  Images such as Figure 6 allude to this connection between the State’s failing strategy and 
the intensifying violence in Mexico.  
In keeping with Sontag’s argument in Regarding the Pain of Others, photographs cannot provide a 
viewer with a comprehensive understanding of the causes of suffering they depict.412 However, as 
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with Pardo’s photoseries, such images can provide a space for reflection.413 In this regard, the 
images in Drug Cartels’ War invite the viewer to examine the rationalisations for the violence 
afflicting Mexico. The next part of this chapter will focus on the photoseries Tus pasos se perdieron 
con el paisaje (2006-2012) / Your footprints were lost in the landscape captured by Fernando Brito. 
Fernando Brito, Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje (2006-2012)  
 The second half of this chapter will focus on Fernando Brito’s photoseries Tus pasos se 
perdieron con el paisaje (2006-2012) / Your footprints were lost in the landscape. This part of the 
chapter will introduce the photoseries and the contexts in which it was produced and exhibited. The 
subsections below will examine the style of photography adopted by Brito to portray the drug war 
dead as distinct from the photojournalistic style used by Pardo with specific reference to the ethical 
implications of representing the dead in an aesthetic style. These sections will also feature my 
analyses of Brito’s use of landscape as well as the links between photography and death originally 
outlined by Roland Barthes in his book Camera Lucida (1980). 
Much like Drug Cartels’ War, Tus pasos has received international recognition and critical acclaim 
with awards from the World Press Photo 2011 and the Descubrimientos PHE Award at Photo-España 
the same year.414 Brito produced Tus pasos independently while working as the photography editor 
at regional newspaper El Debate de Culiacán. The photoseries provides a more nuanced examination 
of the increasing violence in Brito’s home state of Sinaloa.  
Sinaloa is a central hub for Mexico’s drug trade and has produced some of the country’s most 
notorious drug trafficking organisations.415 The eponymously named Sinaloa Cartel, one of Mexico’s 
most violently homicidal narco-trafficking groups during Calderón’s sexenio,416 controls crime in the 
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state as well as four others.417  Headed by Joaquín ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán, one of Forbes magazine’s 
most powerful people in the world between the years 2009 and 2013,418 the Sinaloa Cartel and its 
leader are rumoured to have benefited most from the ascendance of the PAN to executive office in 
the year 2000, as explained in Chapter One.419 The Calderón administration’s war on drugs has been 
criticised widely for its alleged tolerance and leniency towards the Sinaloa Cartel, with reports 
indicating that despite identifying the criminal group as responsible for more than four-fifths of 
narco homocides committed from the start of Calderón’s presidency to July 2010, members of the 
Sinaloa cartel accounted for only 12% of drug-related arrests between the years 2006 and 2012.420  
Like Pardo in Acapulco, Brito’s photoseries portrays the rising levels of murder in Sinaloa by 
depicting numerous corpses at crime scenes. However, unlike his photographic contemporary, 
Brito’s images draw links between the bodies represented, and the space in which they are found. 
This is achieved by exclusively shooting each scene in a landscape style that often swallows the 
photographic subject into its environment, or as the series’ title suggests, hides the material trace of 
their presence, witnessed in, their footprints.  
Tus pasos has been exhibited internationally in U.S. cities such as Houston, Texas and Portland, 
Oregon to European territories such as Paris, France and Lausanne, Switzerland. The series is an 
ongoing project pursued by Brito and comprising a multitude of images but an analysis of the whole 
body of work is beyond the parameters of this chapter. For this reason my discussions will focus on a 
selection of the some twenty photos shot between the years 2006 to 2012  These photos were 
exhibited in the Círculo de Bellas Artes de Madrid in the year 2013.  
Aestheticising the dead 
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 In contrast to the previous section which focused on photojournalism and the role of the 
news image, this section will examine notions of the aesthetic in relation to the documentary 
photograph. By contrasting the two opposing styles of Pardo and Brito, my discussions of the 
aesthetic representation of suffering will interrogate how the drug war dead are portrayed and the 
differing impacts of these representations. Though documentary photography is an umbrella term 
that lacks a singular definition, I will attempt to define my understanding of this photographic 
practice below as a means of framing my discussions concerning aesthetic representations of war 
and death. Equally, I will examine the biopolitical implications of these varying representations, 
which feed into the production of what Judith Butler terms ‘ungrievable lives’.   
Despite winning third prize in the World Press Photo’s 2011 ‘General News, stories’ category, 
originally none of the photographs in Tus pasos was published in El Debate or any other news 
publication.421  Brito shot the images for his photoseries after first capturing the same scenes in a 
photojournalistic style for El Debate. In order to distinguish his project from his newspaper work, 
Brito selects a new viewpoint that extricates the photo artistic shot from the photojournalistic.422 
Accordingly, the images comprising Tus Pasos are produced in parallel to but are distinct from the 
work of photojournalism. The fact that Brito chooses a more visually pleasing method for capturing 
these dead bodies distinguishes his work from the characteristic news images of drug war violence. 
While, as discussed in the previous section, Pardo attempts to differentiate his representations from 
the nota roja and seeks to avoid the direct reproduction of violence on film, Brito’s photoseries 
negotiates another branch of photographic rendition entirely. Though Brito adopts an aesthetic 
approach to the depiction of the drug war, I classify his work in this thesis as pertaining to the 
documentary photography tradition. As distinct from photo reportage, defined in the previous 
section, documentary photography often treads the border between fine art and journalism. That is 
to say, it exists at the intersection of art and documentary within the photographic field. This style of 
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photography is characterised by the means and contexts of its production and the use and exhibition 
of the resultant images, which includes aspects of communication and art but also sociology, history 
and education.423 A social crisis or issue is communicated by the documentary photographer through 
a series of aesthetic images designed to capture the viewers’ attention. This composed aesthetic 
approach to documenting the social world visually can be observed in the work of numerous 
documentary photographers, to name a few: Don McCullin and Robert Capa, in the context of war; 
Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans, in the context of economic depression and its social effects; and 
Nacho López, Mariana Yampolsky and Hector Garcia, in the context of urban and rural poverty in 
Mexico. 
Photojournalism and photo documentary share a complex relationship with truth and authenticity. 
The ostensible ability of the camera to generate indexical copies of what is seen via the lens has 
ignited debates on realism, manipulation and the role of the photographer since the device’s 
conception.424 Historically, this dual capacity of the camera to produce art as well as to document 
the world was seen to detract from the medium’s supposed ability to convey truth and 
authenticity.425 This notion of authenticity is particularly crucial to the practice of photojournalism 
where images serve an informative function. Photojournalistic images are captured for the purpose 
of reporting on news and events and thus emphasise the act of witnessing or, more simply, a first-
person visual testimony. Nonetheless, photographs are not and can never be a mirror image but are 
instead a series of aesthetic and ideological choices on the part of the photographer.  One image in 
Tus pasos (Figure 7) recalls the conflicting burden of authentic representation historically borne by 
the documentary photographer. In Brito’s image, a dead man’s face is shaded by the skull of a steer 
placed atop his head. The body appears in the centre foreground of the image, while the background 
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features miscellaneous debris bordered by green trees that fill the rest of the frame. The harsh light 
of the midday sun casts a shadow over the face of the victim emphasising the presence of the skull, 
which Brito captures head-on so that the skull returns the viewer’s gaze. While the presence of the  
 
Figure 7: Fernando Brito, ‘Untitled’, Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje (2006-2012). 
 
animal skull on the victim’s face is most likely a form of narco-humiliation perpetrated by his 
executors, the angle chosen by Brito evokes another image. This picture recalls American 
photographer Arthur Rothstein’s depression-era photograph of a sun-bleached steer skull on 
cracked soil entitled ‘Steer Skull’ (1936). The image soon became the topic of historic controversy 
after it was widely published as an example the harsh conditions of drought affecting the Midwest at 
the time.426 Critics of the veracity of the image discovered that multiple photos of the steer skull in 
various positions had originally been submitted for use, meaning the skull had been moved to create 
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a more powerful image.427 Brito’s visual allusion to this compelling and yet much criticised 
documentary image emphasises the rhetorical purpose of his own photoseries. While the landscape 
in Figure 7 is not necessarily visually appealing as with many of the other photos, the self-conscious 
composition of the photo, which recalls Rothstein’s famously controversial image, distinguishes the 
picture from typical media representations of drug war victims. 
The documentary photograph typifies the manipulative and subjective approach of the 
photographer through its recourse to aesthetics and allusion.  Namely, the documentary 
photographer devises an eye-catching approach to photographing their subject matter as a means of 
elevating the topic in the social consciousness. By choosing to capture a visually striking perspective 
on a social issue, the documentary photographer is attempting to render that issue more 
memorable in the viewer’s mind. This is exemplified in the exhibition of documentary photography 
in galleries, which contrasts to the typical use of photojournalism to illustrate written news or 
editorial stories. The gallery space, conversely, places an emphasis on the value of the image and its 
meaning, while written text is used only to complement the visual. This variance on the value of the 
image as contingent upon its site of exposure is addressed directly by Brito. When asked in an 
interview why he adopted an artistic style to photograph the drug war dead despite working as a 
photojournalist, Brito replied: 
seeing the work that was printed in the news made me realize that none of those 
photographers had any experience and none of the photos had value. I realized that 
photographs in the papers do not withstand the test of time. For that to happen, a 
photo has to be entered in a contest and turn some heads. But really, my interest has 
never been to win as much as it has been to show what is happening. I focused on 
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putting my photographs in galleries, recontextualizing them as art, and seeing what 
happened from there.428 
Brito’s comments testify to the enhanced potential of documentary photography to provoke a 
reaction from its viewer. As a working photojournalist it is clear that Brito does not regard news 
images as valueless, instead he refers specifically to the context of the drug war and the importance  
 
 
Figure 8: Owain Shaw, ‘An image of the Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje exhibit in the Círculo de Bellas Artes de 
Madrid in 2013’, Nokton Magazine (June 2013). 
 
of its representation. As discussed in the first part of this chapter, photographers reporting on the 
burgeoning violence across Mexico are at risk of cultivating fear and disseminating cartel 
propaganda via their visual depictions of the conflict.  Brito’s comments indicate a greater audience-
engagement with images of violence and conflict when they are recontextualised as art in the gallery 
space (Figure 8).  
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Despite the potential of artistic documentary representations to enhance viewer engagement and 
provoke remedial change, these stylisations remain a point of ethical contention when representing 
suffering. As Sontag writes on this subject, ‘Transforming is what art does, but photography that 
bears witness to the calamitous and the reprehensible is much criticized if it seems ‘aesthetic’; that 
is, too much like art.’429 As Sontag highlights in this quote, it is the transforming capacity of 
stylisation that is perceived to undermine the veracity of the photo. That is to say, the act of making 
a photograph of suffering visually appealing is, in a sense, an act of deception. The pretence of 
aestheticising other people’s distress or hardship constitutes a falsification of their reality. Sontag 
cites this critical assessment of artistic depictions of suffering when she writes, ‘In this view, a 
beautiful photograph drains attention from the sobering subject and turns it toward the medium 
itself, thereby compromising the picture’s status as a document.’430 With Tus pasos Brito aims to 
achieve the opposite, namely to sensitise the public by shunning the sensationalist tabloid 
photography of ‘documented’ suffering that litters the pages of Mexican dailies. By aestheticising 
the scene of what has become an increasingly common imagery in Mexico, depicting the effects of 
extreme violence and the growing number of victims, Brito distances the viewer from the event 
allowing for a period of reflection as they visually and mentally work their way back to the hidden 
subject of the photo, the body, the individual. The viewer’s attention is not necessarily shifted to the 
photographic medium but instead the viewer is encouraged to engage with the photographs’ 
compositional links between space, violence and death. Each photograph in Tus pasos creates a 
dialogue between the beauty and serenity of these Sinaloan landscapes and the murdered body 
inhabiting these pastures.  
As such the works in Brito’s photoseries create a space within the frame that reflects the realities of 
Mexico’s drug war and allows the viewer to engage with these national challenges simply by paying 
attention and reflecting, to use Sontag’s words. For example in one particularly attractive shot 
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(Figure 9) of a red gold sunset reflected in a river and shot from the bank’s edge the corpse within 
the shot is practically absorbed into the dark waters of the foreground. The composition of the shot 
guides the viewer’s attention first to the horizon. The line of the river, which crosses the frame from 
the bottom left corner to top right, leads the viewer’s gaze towards the orange and mauve sky in the 
background. The soft light created by the sunset casts diffuse shadows over the foreground of the  
 
 
Figure 9: Fernando Brito, ‘Untitled’, Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje (2006-2012). 
 
image, which in turn softens the edges of the body protruding from the water. Thus it is only on 
closer inspection that the viewer is able to identify the rocks emerging from the shallows of the 
water in the foreground of the frame as the arm and leg of a half-submerged dead person. The 
composition of the photograph brings in the investigatory element to the viewing process. The gaze 
becomes almost detective-like in its search for the murder victim, hidden amongst its surroundings. 
Consequently, Brito’s photos are an exercise, both visual and mental, in concentration and scrutiny. 
The photos in this series are monotonous and in many ways unchanging. Image after image is of a 
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lifeless body, disposed of in the middle of an anonymous and often otherwise empty landscape. The 
uniformity of these images typifies the repetitive representations of violence typically encountered 
in the news media. It is Brito’s stylistic choices alongside his efforts to have these images exhibited in 
galleries that endow these photos with greater gravity than typical representations of the drug war 
violence.   
Representing death and the corpse is not a new phenomenon in the history of visual culture. Long 
before the invention of photography, and as early as the fifteenth century, it was common for artists 
to create portraits of the dead.431 The practice was particularly popular in the nineteenth century as 
a means of memorialisation at a time when high death rates also signified short life spans. Since its 
advent photography has been used as a material means of memorialising death.432 However there 
are ethical issues associated with the aestheticisation of the corpse and its potential exploitation as 
the subject of art. There is a risk of redoubling an instance of violence by reproducing a photographic 
representation of it. As discussed in regards to Pedro Pardo’s reportage on violence in Acapulco, 
photojournalists in Mexico are at risk of propagating messages of fear through their depictions of 
narco-communication and brutality by revivifying the perpetrator’s gaze. It is both intention and 
effectuation that distinguish Pardo and Brito’s work from sensational representations of cruelty. As 
Christine Quigley writes, ‘The dead can be introduced into a photograph with levity or sobriety.’433 In 
the case of Brito’s work and intentions, the aestheticisation of the scenes in Tus pasos are presented 
as part of a sober commentary of the effects of the drug war. Brito’s images of cadavers oblige the 
viewer to engage with the social contexts of the scene. The discord between attractive landscape 
and the often lurking presence of violent death in the frame foregrounds the senselessness of 
ongoing murders. Similarly, and as analysed above, the gallery space further enables the viewer to 
engage with the contexts of the scene by eliminating the presumed distance between artistic 
representation and the photograph as document and evidence.  
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Part of Brito’s motivation to capture the dead in this manner is based on the way the victims of the 
drug war are rendered dehumanised statistics by State and media representations.434 The hyper-
violent depictions of the war and its casualties prevent the viewer from engaging with the individual 
human loss that is portrayed in the media. As previously notes, Brito refers to the images of the 
dead captured for use in the news media as valueless.435 The idea that the individual victims of war 
are accumulated into overall statistics is a biopolitical notion that in the context of photography and 
representation relates to Butler’s notion of grievable lives. As discussed in the introductory 
theoretical sections of this chapter, in her book Frames of War (2009) Butler analyses the role of 
photography in the context of war. Butler identifies the potential of the photograph to discern which 
lives have value and which lives are disposable.436 The visual dimension of war provides, as Butler 
argues, ‘an account of whose life is a life, and whose life is effectively transformed into an 
instrument, a target, or a number, or effaced with only a trace remaining none at all.’437 Here Butler 
emphasises how the photographic medium is used as an implement of war. It is the transformative 
power of the image to assign meaning to a subject that can distinguish which lives matter and which 
are, what Butler terms, ungrievable. As Butler expounds: 
 Ungrievable lives are those that cannot be lost, and cannot be destroyed, because they 
already inhabit a lost and destroyed zone; they are, ontologically, and from the start, 
already lost and destroyed, which means that when they are destroyed in war, nothing 
is destroyed.438 
This definition of ungrievable lives aligns with Brito’s own observations concerning news media 
representations of the drug war victims. As Brito laments, ‘It made me sad to see these dead, 
forgotten people day in and day out. They go from real humans to statistics and old news 
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overnight.’439 The media representation of these deaths only exacerbates their ungrievable nature 
because, as Brito elaborates, ‘none of the photos had value.440  
Applying Butler’s idea of grievable lives to Brito’s photoseries, it is clear that Brito’s approach aims to 
foreground the importance of individual lives lost as a result of the ongoing conflict. Though no titles 
or captions accompany Brito’s images to identify the individuals in the landscape, this lack of 
supplementary information obliges the viewer to pose their own questions about the circumstances 
under which this person came to be in this particular setting. Unlike the quotidian images of violence 
featured in the daily news media, the incongruity of the picturesque landscape and the lifeless body 
provokes an engagement from the viewer with the person they discover in the scenery.  
Butler specifically aligns the power of discrimination wielded by the photograph to that of statistics, 
which, she argues, ‘circulate not only as representations of war, but as part of the apparatus of war 
waging.’441 In the same way that Butler argues statistics form part of the mechanisms of war waging 
so too do photographs that depict violence in a monotonous and unquestioning way. Both 
representations propagate a massified and therefore generalised understanding of the victims of the 
conflict.  Displaced and murdered bodies represent a national reality that is washed over in the 
media’s representation due to their abundance. In areas such as Sinaloa, where drug-related 
violence has grown alongside territory disputes between cartels, such murders are increasingly 
commonplace.  The Calderón administration has used numbers and other biopolitical rhetorical 
devices to diminish the value of the lives lost as a result of its war. This is seen, for example, in 
Calderón’s notorious speech that acknowledged the drug war would cost human lives alongside 
resources such as time and money.442 At the end of Calderón’s presidency the war had claimed more 
than one hundred and twenty thousand lives.443 Similarly government rhetoric claims that 90% of 
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those killed were implicated in the drug trade.444 Such claims diminish the human value of these lost 
lives and instead their deaths are framed using a statistic that supports effectiveness of the ongoing 
conflict. Thus these lives are rendered ungrievable, their individuality is obscured by their 
accumulated value and thus their status as victims is wholly minimised. The erasure of drug war 
victims will be explored in greater detail in Chapter Five of this thesis.  
In Tus pasos, Brito works to recontextualise these homocides, which as indicated by the series’ title 
he views as lost as a result of this biopolitical erasure. It is Brito’s stylistic approach to photographing 
the dead that emphasises his attempt to separate these victims from the generic imagery of the 
daily news coverage. Similarly, Brito’s active efforts to have the photos exhibited in galleries in 
Mexico and abroad recontextualises these deaths and the value of their representation, drawing 
wider audience attention to this national crisis. Sontag famously claimed that ‘for photographs to 
accuse, and possibly to alter conduct, they must shock!,’445 but in a societal climate saturated with 
images of death and violence, Brito’s photoseries distances the viewer from the scene and the 
national situation only to encourage them to engage with the context and seek out the shocking 
elements of the landscape. The images in Tus pasos, which have been featured in gallery spaces all 
over the world, place the viewer in a safe and often non-descript pastoral environment; sometimes 
the dead body captured is immediately visible and other times it is practically indistinguishable. 
Ultimately, the viewer is forced to interact more with the environment of the image, searching for 
meaning in a senseless pairing of trees, dirt, water and death.  
The next section of this chapter will build on above discussions of aesthetic photography by focusing 
on the role of ‘landscape’ in Brito’s frames. My analyses will also address the compositional 
relevance of the corpse in the frame and the relationship between photography and mortality.  
Photographic composition: landscapes and death  
                                                          
444
 Latin America, Strategic Survey: 109. 
445
 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, p. 72. 
155 
 
Building on my above discussions of photo documentary and the aestheticisation of 
suffering, this section will home in on the aspect of landscape as a feature of Brito’s photoseries. My 
analyses here will engage with the subject of landscape in the frame and examine the relationship 
between space and violence represented in Tus pasos. My discussions in this section will also engage 
with the seminal photographic theory of Roland Barthes in his book Camera Lucida (1980), as a 
means of negotiating the photograph’s relationship with death.  
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Tus pasos’ engagement with space is another aspect that distinguishes the photoseries from other 
representations of the violence afflicting the country. The conflict in Mexico is at ground-level in 
cities such as Culiacán where murder rates have continued to escalate alongside the burgeoning 
drug war. The mounting death rate in Culiacán during Calderón’s sexenio is explored in more detail 
in Chapter Six of this thesis in relation to Natalia Almada’s documentary El Velador (2011). Almada’s 
documentary observes the rapid development of a Sinaloan cemetery, which represents a necropolis 
of lavish tombs filled with cartel members alongside the meagre burial spots of their victims. For 
decades violence and narco-trafficking have defined life in the Sinaloan capital,446 rendering the 
mark of death and devastation into its very landscape. Brito’s approach to photographing the dead, 
low-angle shots and sweeping landscapes, testifies to the impact of this violence; these remote 
locations and largely nature-filled frames guide the viewer beyond the evidence of subjective 
violence to the wider environment that produced these scenes. One example of this is the image of 
a body framed atop the oscillating lines of harvested soil (Figure 10). Without the presence of the 
deceased person, the image would provide an interesting capture of the off-geometric patterns of 
industrial agriculture, which lead hypnotically into the distance. However, with the presence of the 
body the photograph provides an unclear and somewhat discordant visual scene. It is this ambiguity 
that creates an unsettling tension in the shots. The serenity of these landscapes is disrupted by the 
presence of death that saturates them. The viewer is unable to reconcile this coupling of death and 
nature creating a perceptual distance and thus encouraging further engagement with the work and 
its meaning.  
It is no coincidence that many of Tus pasos images are captured in pastoral settings. One of Sinaloa’s 
main economic drivers is the agriculture industry, the production of which occupies more than three 
quarters of its landmass.447 Indeed, marijuana and poppy cultivation has thrived in this region 
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together with the neighbouring states of Chihuahua and Durango for decades.448 Unlike Pardo’s 
depictions of disposed bodies, where corpses are left in busy city streets and neighbourhoods to be 
found and or seen by the public, these drug war dead are abandoned in remote rural locations. 
These secluded outlying sites give no visual indication that any of these deaths are related to narco-
violence, instead the images draw attention to the environments in which the victims’ bodies were 
abandoned. To this end, the focus on space is at the forefront of these images.   
 
 
Figure 10: Fernando Brito, ‘Untitled’, Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje (2006-2012). 
 
In an attempt to define the elusory term of landscape, Malcolm Andrew writes in the introduction of 
his book Landscape and Western Art (1999): 
A ‘landscape’, cultivated or wild, is already artifice before it has become the subject of a 
work of art. Even when we simply look we are already shaping and interpreting.449 
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That is to say, the idea of a landscape exists before the representation of it is produced. Landscapes 
are created as part of a perceptual process; via the act of looking the viewer is already mentally 
framing the scene. While not all of the vistas captured in the photoseries necessarily constitute a 
landscape photograph in the traditional sense, there are many images in the series, including Figures 
9 and 10 already discussed, that do meet these criteria. Barring the presence of a corpse in the 
frame, these scenic images could be described as picturesque shots of Sinaloa’s countryside. This 
classification of ‘picturesque’ is important given that such imagery typically romanticises a space by 
offering a reductive visual example of the area.450 In this sense, picturesque imagery has the 
potential to deceive the viewer through the act of misdirection. Andrews identifies this potential of 
the picturesque aesthetic to mislead the viewer as an attempt to ‘depoliticize’ depictions of the 
natural world.451 Namely, picturesque images are free from representations of social and political 
conflict. Brito’s capturing of the dead in these often idyllic scenes subverts this aesthetic. The 
presence of the abandoned corpse in the frame forces the viewer to reflect on the contents of the 
image beyond the superficial beauty of a sunset or lush foliage, which serves only as a visual 
background to death. In this way, Brito is re-politicising these spaces. As John Berger writes, 
‘Landscapes can be deceptive. Sometimes a landscape seems to be less a setting for the life of its 
inhabitants than a curtain behind which their struggles, achievements, and accidents take place.’452 
By framing these bodies within these aestheticised landscapes, Brito is forcing the socio-political 
reality of drug war violence into the foreground of both the frame and the viewer’s mind. To use 
Berger’s terminology, Brito’s images depict an escalating conflict that can no longer remain behind 
the curtain but instead seeps out into all aspects of daily life. This uncontainable violence disrupts 
and distorts the implied serenity of these natural spaces. 
                                                          
450
 Jesse Alexander, Perspectives on Place: Theory and Practice in Landscape Photography (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 
2015), p. 69. 
451
 Andrews, Landscape and Western Art, p. 166. 
452
 John Berger, A Fortunate Man: The Story of a Country Doctor (London: Writers and Readers, 1976), pp. 13, 15. 
159 
 
The role of the landscape in Brito’s photoseries recalls Roland Barthes term ‘studium’ examined in 
his book Camera Lucida (1980). Barthes discerns a duality to the photograph comprising what he 
terms the studium and the punctum. The studium is defined by Barthes as ‘enthusiastic 
commitment’ to the contents of the image.453 That is to say the viewer engages with the image 
positively but in a merely superficial manner. The punctum, however, provokes a much stronger 
reaction for the viewer. As Barthes writes, the punctum ‘rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an 
arrow and pierces’ the spectator.454 In the context of Tus pasos, the viewer connects initially with the 
landscapes and remote scenes that form the background of these images but it is the disposed, 
often obscured, bodies of the dead that form the punctum of Brito’s images. Sometimes it is the 
body itself, as in Figures 9 and 11 where the barely perceptible shapes of the human form emerge 
from the natural settings, which represents the punctum. On other occasions, the punctum is 
embodied by details of the dead, such as a bloodied shirt, a twisted or restricted limb, or the near 
indiscernible presence of flies covering a body. These aspects emerge from the frame and perturb 
the viewer. The almost peaceful bodies captured in these scenes could, at first glance, be mistaken 
as sleeping but the punctum element of the photograph, such as the presence of blood on their 
clothing, reveals the true nature of the subjects’ biological state. The duality of the photographic 
image, as identified by Barthes, extends beyond the dichotomy of the studium and punctum to a 
more complex relationship with the passage of time. Barthes describes the photograph as ‘a new 
form of hallucination: false on the level of perception, true on the level of time’.455 Here Barthes 
refers to the capacity of the camera to capture a singular moment in time but equally the falsity of 
the image it captures in that it no longer exists. This is what Sontag refers to as a memento mori,456 
the photograph as a reminder of the inevitability of death via the passage of time. In Tus pasos the 
people photographed are already dead, rendering a more immediate and inescapable reminder of 
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mortality. Thus the illusion of the freezing of a moment of lived time is shattered in Tus pasos by the 
unsettling presence of actual death in the frame.  
As Eduardo Cadava summarises, ‘the conjunction of death and the photographed is in fact the very 
principle of photographic certitude: the photograph is a grave for the living dead.’457 Thus the 
photographing of people, according to Barthes, Sontag and Cadava, already occupies an in-between 
space where the photographic subject is retained in a certain point of life that no longer exists, 
caught in a state of both life and death. Barthes notes an ‘absence-as-presence’ in the essence of the 
image.458 In his analyses of the photograph and its referent, Barthes writes, ‘on the one hand ‘it is 
not there,’ but on the other ‘it has indeed been’’.459 It is the intractable reality of the corpse as 
punctum in Brito’s photoseries that interrupts this hallucinatory state of presence/absence.  
The title of Brito’s photoseries which refers to the protagonist’s ‘pasos’ / footprints as lost, further 
emphasises this link between photography and presence/absence. Footprints are a mark or trace of 
presence, an indication of past occupation of space and, more importantly, life. Caroline Brothers 
relates the photograph itself to a footprint when she writes, ‘the photograph is in fact a trace 
physically caused by its referent.’460 In Tus pasos, Brito plays with the idea of life/death, 
presence/absence and the visible/invisible by capturing images of lifeless corpses in sometimes 
scenic landscapes. Brito experiments with the idea of the visible/invisible by oftentimes occluding 
the corpse in the frame. For instance in one shot (Figure 11) capturing the expanse of a cornfield, the 
corpse in the foreground is practically imperceptible. The image is dominated by the straw-coloured 
shucks of harvested corn which occupy the full width and length of the frame leaving only a small 
margin of space for the horizon. If this shot were not part of Brito’s photoseries the corpse might not 
be noticeable to the gaze, given that it barely peeks out from the mud amidst the scenery. Thus, in a 
sense the mark or trace of the corpse is both present and absent from the image, perceptible only 
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when viewed in the context of the entire photoseries. The corpse, as captured in the photograph, 
exists in this in-between state and space. By capturing the bodies in these otherwise uninhabited 
and also eerily serene frames, Brito draws attention to this dislocated presence harboured in the 
landscape. These abandoned bodies embody Butler’s ungrievable lives because they occupy ‘a lost 
and destroyed zone.’461 However, by relocating these images of death and violence in the gallery 
space, the subjects of these images, the victims of the drug conflict, are able to emerge and affect 
the spectator. These bodies disrupt the order of the scenes they inhabit and thus the viewing 
experience; their presence/absence arises as disjointed from the tenor and character of the 
landscape shots.  
 
 
Figure 11: Fernando Brito, ‘Untitled’, Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje (2006-2012). 
 
These images of corpses, found among crops and occupying empty dirt roads, disrupt the serenity of 
the scenes and challenge the fixed nature of these spaces. This challenge extends to the viewers, 
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who are encouraged to interrogate these unexplained and disruptive scenes locating them within 
Mexico’s drug conflict. The stability of Mexico’s volatile war-torn climate is thus at the foreground of 
the series. 
Conclusion 
The sheer number of narco-related deaths during the Calderón administration testifies to 
the violent nature of the drug war. Fernando Brito and Pedro Pardo have undertaken the 
increasingly dangerous and challenging task of documenting the dead in a way that avoids the 
generic dispersion of monotonous images of violence. Through very different technical methods, 
both photographers capture the extent and senselessness of the violence and its destructive impact 
on the citizens of Mexico. Pardo’s award-winning photoseries Drug Cartels’ War provides an 
important and worthy depiction of the war, focusing on the informative function of photojournalistic 
work. Drug Cartels’ War challenges standard representations of war, evidencing the communicative 
power of the image and its links to power. Pardo’s work calls into question the role of the State in 
perpetuating and intensifying the violence, implicating both military and police agents in its resulting 
escalation. Similarly, Brito’s photos series Tus pasos attempts to create a space for reflection on drug 
war violence. Unlike the urban depictions of violence portrayed in Drug Cartels’ War, Tus pasos 
focuses on the pastoral landscapes of agricultural Sinaloa. The distance created in each scene via the 
semi-occlusion of the murder victim obliges the viewer to interact mentally and visually with the 
scene, searching for the body that disrupts its unsettling serenity. Shunning traditional 
representations of war casualties, Brito’s frames strip the scenes of any manmade features or 
influences, placing the body abstractly within a sparse rural frame that provides no simple 
explanation for its presence. In doing so, Brito works to restore importance to individual deaths and 
move beyond reductive biopolitical narratives of war. While both Pardo and Brito’s works fall short 
of identifying the victims, both open up new theoretical avenues for considering the role of 
photography and representation during the Calderón administration. The role of victimhood in 
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relation to grievable lives and the spectral nature of the deceased in the frame will be explored 
further in Chapter Five of this thesis. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Responses to Violence – El Movimiento por la Paz con Justicia y 
Dignidad 
 
Introduction 
 My readings in this chapter will focus on two distinct visual representations of responses to 
violence, specifically in reference to the 2011 national movement the Movimiento por la paz con 
justicia y dignidad / the movement for peace with justice and dignity. The movement was started in 
April 2011 by Mexican poet Javier Sicilia following the murder of his son, Juan Francisco Sicilia 
Ortega, and six others, all of whom fell victim to the drug-related violence afflicting Mexico at this 
time. This chapter will examine Pablo Orta’s El hijo del poeta (2012) / The poet’s son, a five minute 
and seventeen second short film about loss and the search for peace, alongside Mónica González’s 
multimedia photoseries Geografía del dolor] (2011) / Geography of pain, which attempts to depict 
the human absences created in Mexicans’ lives as a result of escalating violence. Both these award-
winning visual texts take loss and absence as their subject matter and explore individual responses 
to drug war violence. These works present the effects of the war on a microcosmic scale in both real 
and imagined narratives, providing insight into the socio-historical climate in which they were 
produced. Similarly to the other visual works interpreted in this thesis, Orta’s short and González’s 
photographs reveal the pervasive and debilitating effects of widespread violence on society. 
However, unlike the photographic works discussed in Chapter Four of this thesis, it is through the 
absence of visible violence within the boundaries of the photographic and filmic frame that the work 
of Orta and González intimates and reflects on its ground-level effects. El hijo del poeta was chosen 
as winner of the ‘Colima en corto’ competition as part of the Festival Colima de cine 2012 and was 
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selected to participate in Regard sur le court métrage au Saguenay in Quebec, Canada.462 Orta’s film 
is the only short and only fiction film analysed in this thesis and, despite its length, its topic of 
representation is ambitious as well as pertinent to the crisis, which at the time of writing, affects 
Mexico and its citizens on a daily basis. The narrative follows its protagonist ‘el poeta’ as he searches 
for a resting place to leave his son’s ashes. The film incorporates no dialogue, instead relying on a 
combination of diegetic sound and a voice-over reading of Sicilia’s final poem written in the wake of 
his son’s death, ‘El mundo ya no es digno de la palabra’ / the world is no longer worthy of the word. 
As the film acknowledges in its final title sequence, its story is inspired by Sicilia’s poem,463 and 
though it makes no reference to the movement he started, the poet character’s search for a site of 
lasting peace alludes to Sicilia’s own journey hoping to restore justice and dignity to Mexican life.   
The second part of this chapter will focus on Mónica González’s Geografía del dolor. On behalf of the 
Mexican daily newspaper Milenio, photojournalist Mónica González accompanied the Movimiento 
por la paz on their caravanas / rallies across Mexico, her photoseries Geografía del dolor testifying 
to the breadth of violence that has affected and continues to influence the lives of Mexican families. 
Much like the photographs analysed in Chapter Four, González’s series blurs the boundaries of 
photojournalism and art photography, however her work adds a further dimension to this 
obfuscation as her images constitute individual triptychs, each comprising a photographic portrait, a 
state-specific postcard, and a handwritten letter to a lost loved-one. Her distinct approach in 
documenting the rallies implies a need for non-traditional means of journalism in the face of 
pervasive and destructive violence. Her approach provides an alternative account of the visual 
dimension of war, working against typical representations which provide, to borrow from Judith 
Butler’s insights,  ‘an account of whose life is a life, and whose life is effectively transformed into an 
instrument, a target, or a number, or effaced with only a trace remaining none at all.’464 In the year 
2011, González’s series was awarded the Premio Nacional de Periodismo, cementing the 
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photojournalistic value of her work in the public realm.465 González later developed her project into 
a short documentary and interactive website which provided an additional platform for those 
affected to propagate their experiences of impunity and impotence.466 
While Chapter Four has largely dealt with how and why violence emerges as well as its resultant 
dehumanising effects, Chapter Five will examine the impact of violence on society and quotidian life 
as well as public response in the form of protest and collective outrage.  This chapter will examine 
the role of public grieving as linked to a sense of national trauma. It will also investigate how the 
living memories of the lost and disappeared victims of the drug war are captured through their non-
absence/non-presence in the frame. 
Theoretical groundings 
In conjunction with discussions of absence and loss, this chapter examines notions of 
collective trauma, mourning and grief. To this end and in order to buttress and cement the notions 
of trauma and hauntology explored in Chapter Two of this thesis, it is useful here to provide an 
overview and analysis of the discourses of mourning and trauma, both collective and individual that 
frame the works discussed in this chapter.  
Grief and trauma 
This first subsection will examine the theoretical groundings for notions of grief and trauma, 
which will inform my readings of the visual texts in this chapter. Here, I will identify and engage with 
instances of trauma in Mexico’s past and present. Below I will draw on the seminal work of Sigmund 
Freud in the papers ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1917) and ‘Traumatic fixation-the unconscious’ 
(1920).  
Discussions of trauma and grief are greatly influenced by Sigmund Freud’s model of bereavement. In 
the paper ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ (1917) Freud describes mourning in terms of attachment: 
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namely, though a loved one ‘no longer exists’ the bereaved struggles to extinguish their ongoing 
feelings of attachment to the deceased, this in turn can psychically prolong the existence of the lost 
person.467 It is through the act of grieving that the person mourning can relinquish these 
attachments; Freud terms this process hypercathexis, whereby memories and thoughts are reviewed 
one by one resulting in detachment or decathexis.468 The full completion of this process, however, is 
hindered in the case of trauma which can develop into a longstanding psychological wound.469 
Psychologists Rolf Kleber and Danny Brom identify the three main elements of trauma as 
powerlessness, extreme discomfort and an acute disruption of one’s life.470 Only as a result of the 
mass violence of the First World War, did trauma emerge as an accepted and, then, major 
psychiatric concern.471 In a later paper entitled ‘Traumatic fixation-the unconscious’ (1920) Freud 
found that the human psyche compulsively revisited traumatic past events via dreams or visions as a 
means of contending with the trauma.472 Similarly to the hypercathexis of the grieving process, it is 
through this process of re-living and re-enactment that the subject can ultimately confront and 
accept a trauma such as the loss of a loved one. It was not until the Second World War, however, 
that the effects of mass trauma on civilians were recognised alongside military personnel.473  
In Mexico the deleterious effects of the State’s drug war suffuse the civilian population, with 
thousands of families suffering losses, forced from their homes and denied recognition and support 
from the government. This lack of official societal acknowledgement is particularly injurious to those 
affected as it subverts the process of healing outlined above. On a collective scale the bereaved are 
unable to address and confront their trauma given that authorised political rhetoric negates the 
validity of their loss by aligning the deceased with insidious criminal activities or commodifying these 
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losses of lives as an additional resource in the war on drugs. As discussed in Chapter One, Calderón’s 
government has justified the escalation of drug war violence by reporting that 90% of those killed as 
a result of this war were involved in the drug trafficking trade.474 This in turn constitutes an act of 
violence on the part of the State which, by strategically and erroneously accusing civilians killed in 
the drug war of being complicit in some way, reduces the validity of their suffering in order to 
downplay the shortcomings of its war. 
Large-scale violence has the power to reshape national identities.475 In Mexico the State’s 
ineffectiveness in dealing with such violence has resulted in historically unresolved traumas, such as 
the Tlatelolco massacre on 2 October 1968, discussed in Chapters One and Two of this thesis, which 
persist and continue to impact the present. The murder of peaceful protesters in the Tlatelolco 
neighbourhood of the Federal District has resulted in ongoing public mistrust of the State and has 
since resurfaced in various visual and textual representations such as Jorge Fons’ Rojo amanecer 
(1989) / Red dawn and Carlos Bolado’s Tlatelolco: verano de 68 (2013) / Tlatelolco: the summer of 
68, Richard Dindo’s documentary feature Ni olvido, ni perdón (2004) / Never forgive, never forget as 
well as works such as Adolfo Mexiac’s linocut print entitled Freedom of Speech (1968). During the 
2006-2012 conditions of the Mexican drug war, the escalating levels of violence and its burgeoning 
impact on daily life have not only resulted in thousands of deaths but equally narratives of erasure, 
that will be explored further in this chapter, have fostered a climate of unresolved collective trauma. 
When a traumatic event is experienced by a group of people the state of mourning and resultant 
trauma becomes necessarily collective, afflicting social groups and cultural formations.476 The 
symptoms of trauma are a discernible result of the effects of widespread endemic violence on the 
quotidian lives of Mexican citizens; however, as will be explored in this chapter, the formation of the 
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Movimiento por la paz has helped citizens to address these collective prodromes of trauma through 
collaboration and self-organisation into a national anti-war movement.  
The next sub-section will build on the above discussions of collective grief and trauma with reference 
to the work of Judith Butler in the books Precarious Life: The Power of Mourning and Violence (2004) 
and Frames of War (2009). Below, I will examine the impact of the State on public grieving and the 
role of the biopolitical in framing which lives lost in war have value and which cannot be grieved.  
Judith Butler and grievable lives  
The federal government’s war on drugs has resulted in thousands of dead and disappeared 
persons; the Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía recorded well over a one hundred and 
twenty thousand deaths at the end of Calderón’s sexenio477,478 with the disappeared numbering at 
an estimated thirty thousand people.479  As a means of examining the way the dead and disappeared 
victims of this conflict are represented by the government and the visual texts discussed in this 
chapter, in this section I will discuss Judith Butler’s work on grievable lives and the biopolitical 
potential of the photographic frame to differentiate which lives matter and which are dispensible. 
Here I will refer to Butler’s discussions in her books Precarious Life and Frames of War. 
Official statistics maintain that 90% of those killed by drug-related violence were involved in or 
linked to the drug trade, however the number of and citizens and families of the deceased that 
publicly dispute this conclusion challenges these claims.480 In a similar vein, Calderón has publicly 
referred to those killed in the drug war as necessary collateral and an expected consequence of the 
war.481 As discussed in Chapters Two and Four of this thesis, these official claims constitute part of 
what Foucault terms as biopolitical narratives, where discourses of authority orchestrate human 
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processes, including mortality, on a mass scale.482  As in earlier discussions, Foucault’s work can be 
linked to the more contemporary example of Butler in Frames of War, where she dissects the 
relationship between war and its visual representation, examining the delimiting role of the camera 
in capturing and propagating which lives are viewed as valuable and which are disposable. Building 
on the Foucauldian concept of discursive formations as creators, purveyors and circulators of what is 
true, Butler identifies the role of photography as a tool of war for discerning which lives matter.483  
Butler first uses the term ‘grievable lives’ in Precarious Life, where she suggests that certain lives do 
not qualify as human in the context of war and thus their deaths, as a result of conflict, are 
ungrievable.484  In this sense, these ungrievable lives are denied full recognition by the government, 
nation or authority accountable. The term ‘grievable’ resuscitates the emotional impact of life and 
death relating which human losses require a sensitive response and which can be ignored by an 
inured public. In Frames of War (2009) Butler defines ‘ungrievable lives’ thus: 
 Ungrievable lives are those that cannot be lost, and cannot be destroyed, because they 
already inhabit a lost and destroyed zone; they are, ontologically, and from the start, 
already lost and destroyed, which means that when they are destroyed in war, nothing 
is destroyed.485 
Butler’s definition in Frames of War recalls Jacques Derrida’s conceptual metaphor of the spectre, as 
discussed in Chapters Two and Six of this thesis. In this regard, while the spectre inhabits an in-
between space of non-presence/non-absence and life/non-life that resists definition, the ungrievable 
human losses of war are not considered lost as they inhabit a space considered already to be lost. To 
wit, their nonexistence occurs in a non-place rendering difficult the identification and 
acknowledgement of their death or disappearance. In the book Specters of Marx (1994), Derrida 
describes the spectral scholar as one who is ‘capable, beyond the opposition between presence and 
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non-presence, actuality and inactuality, life and non-life, of thinking the possibility of the specter, the 
specter as possibility.’486 In this sense, it is the ability of the spectral scholar or, in the case of this 
chapter and the visual aspects of war, the potential of the filmmaker or photographer to reinstate 
the ‘possibility’, to use Derrida’s words, of these human lives in the collective and political 
consciousness. As will be explored in this chapter, the way the victims of the drug war are 
represented in Mónica González’s work demonstrates the potency of the photographic frame. By 
capturing the image of these victims in her photographs, González attempts to re-locate these 
ungrievable lives in a visual space that reaffirms the value of their lives.  
As previously mentioned, it is the political discourse of war in Mexico that frames the deaths of 
certain citizens as unimportant or irrelevant. For instance, Calderón fully acknowledged that on 
launching the drug war he had anticipated ‘una  lucha  de  largo  aliento,  que  no  sería  fácil  ganarla,  
que  costaría  tiempo,  recursos  económicos  e incluso vidas humanas’487 / a lengthy struggle that 
would not be easy to win, that would cost time, economic resources and even human lives.  In 
reality, human lives have been an enormous cost of this war, as evidenced by the sheer number of 
deaths incurred in six years of battle.488 Such permissive political rhetoric highlights the framing of 
the drug war dead as a necessary and inevitable consequence of war, thus justifying the continuance 
of conflict while rationalising and subsequently forgetting the loss of human life incurred. Calderón’s 
discursive conception of the drug war dead as a quantifiable cost of war reveals the way in which 
human life is considered in terms of economic ideologies and values by his government. As 
Calderón’s bellicose rhetoric suggests, under his leadership the State conceives of human lives as an 
additional resource, alongside time and money, to be used for the perpetuation of war. The grieving 
of certain lives presents a direct challenge to war-waging ideologies, according to Butler, because to 
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lament the loss of these lives as a cost of war has the potential to undermine the State’s rationale for 
war in the first place.489  
While Butler’s work in both Precarious Life and Frames of War considers entirely different contexts 
for the analyses taking place, namely the way the West wages modern war against nations such as 
Iraq, the similarities of experience regarding human rights abuses and violence help to read the 
Mexican drug context. In the case of Mexico’s war on drugs, these rationale-challenging losses are 
embodied not by drug-trafficking agents, whose deaths can be justified by the insidious nature of 
their work, but by those fatalities seen as resulting from the excesses of brutal conflict. The 
eponymous ‘hijo del poeta’ of Pablo Orta’s short fiction film, for instance, represents a lost life 
engendered by the destructive nature of this war; within the ideological rational of Mexico’s drug 
war, which seeks to put an end to drug trafficking and protect citizens, the death of Javier Sicilia’s son 
Juan Francisco, like so many others represented in this chapter, is unjustifiable. Calderón’s self-
justifying political discourse, such as his reference to the loss of human life alongside time and money 
as an unavoidable cost of war, constitutes a means of reframing lives like that of Juan Francisco Sicilia 
as ungrievable. 
The president’s acknowledgement of human life as collateral to his militarisation strategy can be 
aligned with the representational concerns examined by Butler regarding victimhood and the 
photographic medium. Butler places the role of the visual in the context of war under scrutiny, 
identifying its role, effect and complicity in constructing grievable lives. As Butler questions: 
What is formed and framed through the technological grasp and circulation of the visual 
and discursive dimensions of war? This grasping and circulation is already an interpretive 
maneuver, a way of giving an account of whose life is a life, and whose life is effectively 
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transformed into an instrument, a target, or a number, or effaced with only a trace 
remaining none at all.490 
Butler foregrounds the power of both discourse and the camera in discerning which lives matter. 
While Calderón’s speech suggests that those lives lost as a consequence of war are necessary and 
unavoidable, as will be explored in this chapter Mónica González’s visual work seeks to counteract 
these claims and to emphasise the war’s victims in the photographic frame. As the above quote 
makes clear, it is not simply the discursive dimension of war that dictates whose lives are to be 
counted in a qualitative assessment of loss but, as Butler suggests, the visual too. The photographic 
frame contributes through its innately delimiting composition as a single perspective on events. For 
example the photojournalistic representations of the conflict displayed in Mexico’s nota roja,491 and 
discussed in Chapter Four of this thesis, to a great extent constitute an example of the commonplace 
depictions of the drug war dead. These are, namely, images of lifeless bodies overlapping in hapless 
piles at crime scenes or dismembered, often decapitated, bodies carrying messages from the cartels. 
Given the inordinate unprecedented number of drug war victims, such representations work to 
homogenise the dead relinquishing them of any identity or sense of individuality and, by extension, 
humanity. The images of corpses that litter the pages of daily newspapers, independent magazines 
such as Proceso and, most commonly, the nota roja found across Mexico, all contribute to a 
collective image of those affected by the drug war as lifeless indistinguishable bodies. What is more, 
Butler challenges the innocuousness of such imagery, suggesting that the act of framing, the 
repetitiveness of the approach and finally the circulability of these depictions, all work to sustain the 
momentum of warfare and jingoist political discourse by eliminating the grievability of these lives. In 
her own words:  
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There are ways of framing that will bring the human into view in its frailty and 
precariousness, that will allow us to stand for the value and dignity of human life, to 
react with outrage when lives are degraded or eviscerated without regard for their value 
as lives. And then there are frames that reclose responsiveness, where this activity of 
foreclosure is effectively and repeatedly performed by the frame itself-its own negative 
action, as it were, toward what will not be explicitly represented. For alternative frames 
to exist and permit another kind of content would perhaps communicate a suffering that 
might lead to an alteration of our political assessment of the current wars. For 
photographs to communicate in this way, they must have a transitive function, making 
us susceptible to ethical responsiveness.492 
Thus, as Butler identifies above, the photographic frame has the power to capture and discern which 
lives count and which lives form part of the ever-growing drug war victims statistics. Likewise, it is 
clear from Butler’s statement that the photographer has the power to frame subjects in a manner 
that does not negate their value as humans, and in turn, as grievable lives – as is explored in great 
detail in Chapter Four in relation to the differing photographic works of Fernando Brito and Pedro 
Pardo. Butler’s concept of grievable and ungrievable lives will be applied to a reading of the work of 
photojournalist Mónica González, who accompanied the participants of the Movimiento por la paz 
on their rallies across the nation and whose photoseries is analysed in the second half of this chapter.  
The Movimiento por la paz protests constitute the topic of both visual works examined in this 
chapter. The next section thus aims to provide a brief overview of the movement, its origins and 
outcomes, as means of contextualising the work of Pablo Orta and Mónica González examined in the 
final sections of this chapter.  
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Contexts: el Movimiento por la paz con justicia y dignidad  
 El Movimiento por la paz con justicia y dignidad is a civil protest movement started by 
Mexican poet and essayist Javier Sicilia. Below I will provide a brief overview of the movement, its 
achievements and its impact on civil society in order to contextualise the visual works that document 
or, in the case of Orta’s short, thematise this movement.  
The violence of the drug war incited poet Javier Sicilia to found the peace movement, Movimiento 
por la paz, after the murder of his son, Juan Francisco Sicilia Ortega in March 2011. Following his 
son’s death, Sicilia announced his retirement from poetry and on 6 April 2011, he convened a protest 
march of more than twenty thousand people from the city of Cuernavaca to the nation’s Federal 
District, to demand a stop to the violence devastating the country.493 The next march, known as ‘la 
Marcha del Silencio’ / the march of silence, lasted from 5 to 8 May, and followed the same route 
from Cuernavaca to Mexico City’s central Zócalo.494 The following march, known as la ‘Caravana del 
Consuelo’ / the rally of solace, dwarfed the former two efforts in size and ambition. The ‘Caravana 
del Consuelo’ lasted from 4 to 10 June, starting in Cuernavaca, passing through twelve states and 
covering nearly three thousand kilometres on its course to Ciudad Juárez, one of the cities most 
affected by ongoing conflict.495 The march united families in their search for justice and recognition, 
providing a platform for their suffering and testimonies to be heard.496 As Gerard Goggina and César 
Albarrán Torres argue, the rally ‘served as a conduit for civic desperation and the sharing of personal 
experiences’.497 Equally, the rallies provided a unifying thread that brought together many individuals 
and families suffering alone and provided, with its marches and demonstrations, a collective mode of 
action, communication and grief.  
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In its bringing together of affected families and its challenging of government and military power, the 
Movimiento por la paz is similar to the Argentinian protest movement known as Madres de Plaza de 
Mayo, which operated between 1976 and 1983. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo were mothers of 
disappeared victims of Argentina’s dirty wars who found refuge, solidarity and empowerment in their 
weekly protests against the human rights abuses of the military government.498 As singular disparate 
voices the Madres were more easily ignored but as a homogenous and mobile protest movement 
they became ‘the catalyst for a change in consciousness, a realization that the search for the 
disappeared was simultaneously a struggle for liberation.’ 499 While the plaza  / square had provided 
a starting place for collective actions for the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, in the case of the Movimiento 
por la paz it was the caravanas / rallies that provided a mobilised communal site of resistance and 
dissent.  
In Ciudad Juárez, the ‘Caravana de Consuelo’ march culminated in the signing of the ‘Pacto Nacional 
por la Paz con Justicia y Dignidad’ / National Pact for Peace with Justice and Dignity by more than 
three hundred civil organisations. This civic agreement for peace listed the principal aims and 
demands of the protestors commencing with, ‘Exigimos esclarecer asesinatos y desapariciones y 
nombrar a las víctimas’500 / We demand the solving of murders and disappearances and the naming 
of victims. Participants of the Movimiento por la paz argue that the process of identifying each and 
every victim is crucial to generating trust between the Mexican people and the State.501 Though the 
death of Juan Francisco was well covered by the media given the notoriety of his father, the 
thousands of other disappeared and murdered victims of the drug war have not received the same 
level of visibility and public mourning. Instead, as explored in the previous section, official 
indifference has characterised the way Calderón’s government has dealt with the civilian victims of 
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the drug war.502 As discussed in Chapter One of this thesis, some of these victims have been 
baselessly accused of having criminal links, while some families of the disappeared have experienced 
threats or were instructed by officials to investigate the disappearance themselves.503 Military 
impunity during the course of Mexico’s drug war has resulted in a volume and severity of human 
rights abuses akin to Mexico’s ‘guerra sucia’ / Dirty War in the 1960s and 1970s.504 Many of these 
victims have no links with the drug industry.505 Similarly, though diverse human rights organisations 
have recommended such military abuses be tried in civil courts, the Calderón administration has only 
proposed reformed legislation that renders certain abuses civil, however the definition of abuses 
remains at the discretion of the military legal authorities effectively leaving the Military Code of 
Justice unchanged.506 Thus, much like the Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina who rallied together 
to protest the unexplained disappearances of their sons and daughters in the aftermath of the 
military coup of 1976, the Movimiento por la paz thus sought to rectify this situation by promoting 
the visibility of the affected families and their suffering, primarily via its rallies across the country.507  
The pact also demanded an end to the current war strategy and instead an approach focusing on the 
security of Mexican citizens, as well as an end to impunity and ongoing corruption.508 As explored in 
Chapter Two of this thesis in The History of Sexuality (1976) Foucault posits that discourse can be 
used as an instrument of control by those in power but also constitutes a means of resistance 
accessible to all.509 Thus, in Foucauldian terms, the Movimiento por la paz’s demands represent a 
discourse of resistance that provides an obstacle to power.  
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In his essay Critique of Violence (1921) Walter Benjamin proposes the example of the workers’ right 
to strike, as the only form of legalised violence attainable by the individual.510 As I argue in Chapters 
Two and Four of this thesis, protest action too constitutes a potential means of legal violence 
available to citizens. Through their legal right to assembly, much like strike action, protestors are able 
to withdraw from State or socially-inflicted violence and challenge its use against them. Thus viewed 
through a Benjaminian framework of violence, the Movimiento por la paz’s protest constitutes a legal 
means of counteracting the institutional and systemic violence that has resulted in the drug war 
brutality that will be examined in this chapter. The movement’s protest questions the legitimacy of 
the government’s war and seeks to alter the way the government protects its citizens and recognises 
the victims of its war. Through their protest and rallies, the movement achieved a change in law that 
aims to counteract the rhetorical excision of victims exercised by those in power, and instead 
recognise the victims of the war on an individual scale. The recognition of ungrievable victims who 
previously inhabited a lost zone, to use Butler’s words, recalls Derridian ideas of the spectral. The 
movement provides a means of rendering the invisible visible by attempting to heal the traumas of 
the past. This idea will be further developed in my discussions of the work of Mónica González later 
in this chapter, where her innovative photographic portraiture approach attempts to frame and 
foreground the absence of the dead or missing person featured in the image as a means of renewing 
the value of their life lost in the erasure of political drug war rhetoric.  
The power of the Movimiento por la paz is evidenced by the government’s response to their protests. 
On 23 June 2011, members of the movement were invited to address president Felipe Calderón 
directly with their concerns. In an open dialogue at the Castillo de Chapultepec,511 members of the 
group voiced their experiences and demanded justice, radically criticising the president’s war and 
political legitimacy.512 Nevertheless, despite providing members of the movement with a national 
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platform from which to express their grievances, Calderón did not concede that his bellicose strategy 
to end drug trafficking had failed Mexico’s citizens. Instead, the president used the opportunity to 
secure media coverage with the protest group while publicly reaffirming his belief in the war on 
drugs.513 Therefore, despite the success of the protestors in securing a meeting with the national 
executive power, the gathering was considered unsuccessful due to its lack of substantial tangible 
outcomes.514  
On 9 September the civic movement carried out another rally, this time an eleven day convoy to the 
southern states of the Mexican nation, comprising more than seven hundred people traveling in 
fourteen coaches and around thirty vehicles, and covering nearly four thousand kilometres through 
eight different states.515 Once again, the rally included meetings with social organisations and victims 
of violence, allowing families of dead or disappeared victims of the drug war to convene, share their 
testimonies and voice their frustration with the widespread violence overtaking the country.516  
What is important to note is that the rallies across the country have made significant long term 
changes to the anti-war movement. As Kristin Bricker comments: 
Before the Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity emerged, drug war victims 
were terrified, isolated and silent. On the two caravans, victims learned public speaking 
skills and how to organize protests and press conferences and hold more effective 
meetings with public officials. Now that the caravans are over, the victims will return to 
their communities, most of which now have local antiwar committees. Whereas before 
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drug war victims were shunned, now they are in a position to become community 
leaders.517 
The Movimiento por la paz and the rallies it organised across the country, provided a crucial 
platform for Mexican citizens to respond to the ongoing and increasing violence impacting their daily 
lives. Though the movement is not the only civic response to militarisation and failed drug war 
strategy, it is certainly the most prominent achieving international recognition in more than twenty 
cities.518 The Movimiento por la paz has partially absorbed other movements in its efforts to end 
violence, including Justicia para nuestras hijas / Justice for our daughters, a movement borne in 
Chihuahua in response to the mass femicides, as well as the No + Sangre / no more blood anti-war 
effort started by Mexican caricaturist Rius.519 Though these movements exist independently from 
the Movimiento por la paz, it is Sicilia’s undertaking that has succeeded in uniting civil movements 
and distraught families across the whole of Mexico. In its endeavours, the Movimiento por la paz 
addressed the federal State authorities directly and mobilised its message across the country, 
leading to heightened national visibility.520  Despite its failed negotiation meetings with Calderón 
mentioned above, the movement was successful in its influence over government policy-making. In 
April 2012 the Cámara de Diputados / chamber of deputies approved the Ley General de Víctimas / 
general victim’s law, a law driven to Congress by the Movimiento por la paz under which the State is 
legally obligated to protect victims from crime and human rights abuses.521 
Having provided theoretical and socio-historical contexts in the above sections, in the sections that 
follow I will now focus my analyses on the visual works produced with reference to the Movimiento 
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por la paz and in response to escalating violence. My discussions in the next part of this thesis will 
centre specifically on Pablo Orta’s short film El hijo del poeta (2012) 
Pablo Orta’s El hijo del poeta (2012) / the poet’s son 
 As I have explored above, the Movimiento por la paz has impacted the lives of citizens across 
Mexico via its rallies, which congregated and empowered affected families. As previously mentioned, 
it is the death of Javier Sicilia’s son and his subsequent withdrawal from the poetic domain that led 
to the movement’s formation. Pablo Orta’s short film El hijo del poeta (2012) / the poet’s son adopts 
this story of familial loss for its narrative, focusing on an unnamed protagonist ‘el poeta’, played by 
Carlos Hoeflich, as he searches for a quiet place to lay his son’s ashes to rest. Though the film makes 
no reference to the drug war or the violence it has engendered across Mexico, its focus on grief, 
peace and familial relationships as well as its allusion to Sicilia’s personal experience all help cement 
the short film’s relevance to the aims and roots of the Movimiento por la paz. In the sections below I 
will explore the film’s use of Sicilia’s last poem, ‘El mundo ya no es digno de la palabra’ / the world is 
no longer worthy of the word, in place of dialogue as well as its focus on themes of peace and 
silence.  
‘El mundo ya no es digna de la palabra’ / the world is no longer worthy of the word 
 In this next section I will explore Orta’s use of Sicilia’s poetry as dialogue in the short film as a 
means of highlighting the inexpressiveness of poetic language in the context of death and 
destruction. Moreover, my analyses in this section will elaborate on the crucial and prevailing role of 
the movement as a nationwide conduit for self-expression and personal testimonies. 
El hijo del poeta features no dialogue. Instead, the short film uses the lines of Sicilia’s last poem, ‘El 
mundo ya no es digno de la palabra’ / the world is no longer worthy of the word, delivered as a 
voice-over by the protagonist of the film. As Sicilia explains of the poem ‘El mundo ya no es digno de 
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la palabra, es mi último poema, no puedo escribir más poesía... La poesía ya no existe en mí’522 / the 
world is no longer worthy of the word, this is my last poem, I cannot write more poetry ... Poetry no 
longer exists in me. Pablo Orta’s interest in Sicilia’s loss as a filmic subject matter stems, in part, from 
the idea that, as Orta puts it, ‘La vida te saca el arte del cuerpo’523 / Life extracts art from your body. 
In this context of personal loss resulting from war, the ongoing and seemingly endless violence 
impacting families across Mexico has the potency to quell self-expression in the face of mounting 
impunity and destruction. This concept of a post-poetic traumatised world was famously captured by 
Theodor Adorno in the essay ‘Cultural Criticism and Society’ (1951) where he wrote, ‘To write poetry 
after Auschwitz is barbaric.’524 Adorno’s much-cited assertion does not mean that symbolic or 
aesthetic expression is subsequently callous or inhumane after such an atrocity. Instead, Adorno 
conveys the idea that to continue to represent society using the same means and techniques that 
were both relevant and prevalent prior to an event such as the holocaust is a blithe perpetuation of 
the societal conditions that created this event and these horrific circumstances.525 Thus it is not that 
Adorno considers poetry to be unethical after Auschwitz but instead that new methods and tropes 
are required to express dismay, to challenge the societal structures that led to this traumatic event 
and, indeed, to cope with the effects of this trauma. This mode of thinking extends not only to the 
work of Sicilia and the civic movement he started but equally, as will be explored in the second half 
of this chapter, to the representational work of artists such as Mónica González or Fernando Brito, 
discussed in Chapter Four, whose work attempts to represent the effects of the conflict in distinct 
and provocative ways. What is important to note in this context is that Sicilia has compared the loss 
of his son to Auschwitz, additionally aligning the pain of loss felt by all drug war victims as well as the 
intensity of the conflict to this historic massacre.526 This allusion highlights the mass trauma suffered 
by the Mexican people as a result of the Calderón administration’s failed antinarcotics war. Just as 
                                                          
522
 Rubicela Morelos Cruz, ‘“La poesía ya no existe en mí”’, La Jornada (03 April 2011) 
<http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2011/04/03/politica/002n2pol> [Accessed 09 February 2016]. 
523
 Taken from my own interview conducted with Pablo Orta (17 May 2014). 
524
 Theodor Adorno, Prisms (Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1997), p. 34. 
525
 Adorno, Prisms, p. 34.  
526
 Joel Bleifuss, ‘’ Javier Sicilia: Leading His Caravan to Washington’, In These Times (17 May 2012) 
<http://inthesetimes.com/article/13175/javier_sicilia_leading_his_caravan_to_washington> [Accessed 10 February 2016]. 
183 
 
was recognised after the Second World War, the deleterious effects of war stretch beyond the 
realms of combat and have impacted the lives of thousands of civilians. In this sense, and in the 
context of Mexico’s drug conflict, Sicilia’s decision to retire from poetry reflects the idea that to 
continue to create art in the manner he did before the death of his son would be a condoning of the 
society in which the poet lives, which he views as a volatile drug war-ridden climate that caused the 
death of his only son. Thus Sicilia’s withdrawal from the artistic world, as reflected in the narration of 
Orta’s film, is equally a denunciation of the state of Mexican society. In this sense, it is a lack of poetic 
output from a known writer that functions as a rhetorical philippic against the State and its regime of 
authority. However, Sicilia does not cease to write completely, but simply refrains from writing 
poetry. The ex-poet has since written extensively for the political magazine Proceso as a public 
means of admonishing the government for its failing and increasingly violent war on drugs.527 Thus, 
the importance of discourse in power relations is not entirely undermined but instead greater 
potency in this instance is placed on prose and the capabilities of public journalism as a tool for 
reaching a more general audience.  
It is equally important, however, to note that Adorno later revisited and qualified this iconic 
statement in the book Negative Dialectics (1966). In Negative Dialectics Adorno writes: 
Perennial suffering has as much right to expression as a tortured man has to scream; 
hence it may have been wrong to say that after Auschwitz you could no longer write 
poems. But it is not wrong to raise the less cultural question whether after Auschwitz 
you can go on living--especially whether one who escaped by accident, one who by 
rights should have been killed, may go on living. His mere survival calls for the coldness, 
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the basic principle of bourgeois subjectivity, without which there could have been no 
Auschwitz; this is the drastic guilt of him who was spared.528 
Thus in the case of the Mexican drug war, Adorno’s words point to the importance of relatives and 
friends who survive this trauma and must continue in spite of ongoing and ever-increasing violence 
and human losses. Such is the case of Sicilia and those that pertain to the Movimiento por la paz, as 
well as the poet character in Orta’s film. In addition to the individual losses experienced, it is the 
recognition of collective trauma that has brought these survivors together and similarly it is their 
societally unaddressed grief that fuels their outrage manifested in public protest. 
In the case of Orta’s film, the poetry contained within the narrative is literally externalised from the 
protagonist as it is recited outside of the diegetic world in voice-over mode. Though the poem 
provides most of the voice-over track, supplemented at the end by Sicilia’s press statement that the 
once-poet no longer has poetry in him, the majority of the film is made up of only diegetic sound. 
Along with this statement, the poem’s seven short lines are split into three sections of the 5-minute 
film: the beginning, middle and end. In the first instance Sicilia’s lines open the story as the poet 
drives to collect his son’s ashes from the church. The poet is filmed side-on in a medium shot as he 
drives. The second instance, however, shows the poet’s image as reflected in rippling water. The high 
angle medium shot provides a visualised representation of the poet’s now distorted image, 
unrecognisable from the movement of the water and by extension the trauma that has put an end to 
his artistic endeavours. By depicting the character indirectly via his reflection, the shot further 
emphasises the way poetry has left his body and is now alien and unrecognisable as a medium of 
expression for the poet. A Derridian reading of this representation epitomises the idea of the spectral 
or ‘the opposition between presence and non-presence, actuality and in actuality, life and non-
life.’529 That is to say, the anaemic undulating reflection of the poet depicts the character as in 
between presence and non-presence, a metaphorically hollowed out shell only partially there due to 
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the mental weight of his loss that draws him to the past, despite his being anchored physically in the 
present. The poetry too is caught in a place that cannot be captured in the frame: Orta’s framing 
infers that the words emerge from the thoughts of the Sicilia character yet as a consequence of this 
externalisation of the physical act of speech from the frame the emitter (or speaker) is distanced 
further from the emitted (or speech), thus creating a representational lacuna. The third and fourth 
lines of Sicilia’s poem accompany the image in voice-over lamenting, ‘como te asfixiaron,/como te 
desgarraron a ti los pulmones’ / how they suffocated you, how your lungs ripped you apart. The 
violent references to breathing and lungs highlight the extinguishing of life force represented by the 
endemic drug war conflict that has and continues to destroy lives all over the country.  This point is 
further laboured by the reflection shot which looks down at the distorted former poet from a high 
angle, suggesting to the viewer that we are looking back at a now warped and faint memory. Much 
like this shot, Orta’s film constitutes an indirect look on the ground level effects of drug war violence, 
which have damaged the country’s image and misrepresented its victims as complicit with the drug 
trade and therefore responsible for their own deaths.  
In El hijo del poeta the words of Sicilia’s poem punctuate images of daily life as the poet’s son is 
shown playing with bugs in the garden and the poet is depicted falling asleep in his car on the side of 
the road. The coupling of Orta’s filmic representation of the poet’s world and Sicilia’s real-life poetic 
denunciation of this same space, imagined and recreated in the cinematic frame, propels the 
viewer’s mind from the microcosmic example of the onscreen poet and his son, to the plight of Sicilia 
and the Movimiento por la paz. The drug conflict has infiltrated the quotidian and domestic spaces, 
rendering its violence and effects all but inescapable. Nevertheless, Sicilia’s poem is not exclusive to 
his own suffering and experience but instead carries with it the pain and struggles of all those 
impacted by the federal State authority’s war on drugs. As Sicilia wrote in an open letter addressing 
both the politicians and criminals involved in the drug wars, ‘No quiero hablar del dolor de mi familia 
y de las familias de cada uno de los muchachos destruidos. Para ese dolor no hay palabras, sólo la 
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poesía puede acercarse un poco a él, y ustedes no saben de poesía’530 / I do not want to talk about 
the pain of my family and the families of each of the destroyed people. There are no words for that 
pain, only poetry can begin to approach the topic, and you do not know of poetry. While Sicilia’s 
poem and withdrawal from poetry suggest a silencing of one form of expression, the movement he 
started works against this act of self-silencing, instead functioning as a vehicle for the voices of 
Mexican citizens affected by drug war terror to be heard.  As Lizette Jacinto writes of the open letter: 
[lo escribió] no sólo con el fin de obtener justicia y esclarecer la verdad acerca del brutal 
asesinato de su hijo y de sus amigos, es el clamor de una voz que se funde con otras 
miles más que piden un alto a la escalada de violencia en México.531 / [he wrote it] not 
only in order to obtain justice and clarify the truth about the brutal murder of his son 
and his friends, it is the cry of a voice that merges with thousands of others who ask for 
a halt to the escalation of violence in Mexico. 
In his role as founder and leader of the movement for peace, Sicilia has come to represent the 
thousands of families whose lives are impacted on a daily basis by the rise of drug-related violence in 
Mexico. The poet’s name, image and final poem all function as synecdochic references for the 
widespread violence sweeping Mexico and affecting individual civilian lives. In Orta’s film it is 
therefore unnecessary to represent the brutality of the conflict directly in order to depict these 
events given that the title of the film and the narration alone serve as clear indicators of the subject 
under scrutiny. It is, however, important to note the absence of visual violence as indicative of its 
permeation in modern day Mexican society, at the height of the drug war. In keeping with my 
discussion of absence and presence in this chapter it follows that only via the indirect representation 
of violence is the audience able to see beyond the visible, or what Slavoj Žižek terms ‘subjective 
violence’. According to Žižek the images and reports on violence disseminated widely by the media, 
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only constitute one form of violence that is the most visible form.532 Žižek insists that the onus is on 
the audience, bombarded with such images of brutality, to seek out socio-historical and political 
reasons that spark these visible manifestations of violence, if they wish to understand the underlying 
institutional causes of violence.533The artistics approaches employed by many of the visual artists in 
this thesis, Orta and, as will be discussed below, González all support this investigation by eschewing 
typical representations of the conflict. Specifically the work of Orta and González discussed in this 
chapter challenges concepts of presence and absence and stand as evidence to Adorno’s claim that 
in order to contend with the trauma of the past and to challenge the systems that caused this 
trauma, new and innovative representational approaches are required.  
Building on my above discussions of representations and violence, the next section will focus on 
Orta’s depiction of the search for peace. The next section will also pick back up on earlier discussions 
of mourning and grief with reference to Orta’s short fiction film.  
The search for peace  
 In addition to the film’s appropriation and interpretation of Sicilia’s experience and poetry, 
the award-winning short fiction film primarily concerns itself with the theme of a search for peace. In 
this next section I will explore Orta’s consistent use of motifs concerning mourning and peace in 
order to identify its links to Sicilia’s real-life search for an end to war and a resolution to the collective 
trauma experienced by those affected by the violence. Equally, I will examine the film’s function as a 
discourse of mourning and grief in which Sicilia’s personal trauma and sense of loss reflects the 
traumatic state of the nation. 
The narrative of Orta’s film El hijo el poeta is innately concerned with the process of mourning: it 
follows the poet from his voyage to the church to collect his son’s remains, to a new journey 
throughout the diverse terrain of Colima in search of a tranquil and quiet resting place to leave his 
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son to remain eternally, an obvious and symbolic act of closure. Nevertheless, as already established, 
the use of Sicilia’s final poem combined with the overt reference contained in the film’s title all 
contribute towards a more complex narrative allegory dealing with issues of both personal and 
collective trauma in the face of ongoing violence in Mexico.  
On the individual scale, during the narrative the poet character experiences feelings of alienation, 
discomfort and personal disruption all characteristic of trauma according to Kleber and Brom.534 This 
discernible experience of trauma is exemplified through a simple scene where the poet, upon 
collecting his son’s ashes, quietly and contemplatively drinks a beer alone at a café, a brief moment 
of solitude that is disrupted by the sound of a group of musicians playing nearby. Orta frames the 
contrasting groups separately, emphasising the oppositional moods embodied by each. The poet is 
framed head-on facing the camera in a medium shot as he drinks his beer, the urn is discernible on 
the table in front of him. As the sound of the music penetrates the scene the poet looks up with 
disdain and then back down with disappointment; it is clear from his expression that he realises not 
only that he has not found a peaceful place to drink but that also such upbeat music continues to 
exist despite his loss. The band is then framed in a point of view shot as they play, unaware of the 
poet’s presence or situation. The way the poet is framed alone with his son’s ashes, while the 
multiplicity of musicians occupy all corners of the frame, further emphasises the solitariness of the 
poet who carries the burden of his loss alone. One reviewer wrote of the nameless poet character, 
‘Es Sicilia, pero podría representar a todos.’535 / He is Sicilia but he could represent every one. Many 
of the families of victims of the drug war are isolated by the federal authority’s lack of recognition for 
their loss; many of their cases are not investigated, with families attempting their own enquiries. 
Similarly, official rhetoric that negates the deaths and disappearances of innocent individuals through 
alignments with illegal activities results in feelings of powerlessness, given the primacy of 
government discourse. Government obfuscation and lack of acknowledgement for these losses 
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function as a blockade to a process of healing as outlined in Freud’s model of bereavement; on a 
collective scale,  these losses are unrecognised by society subverting the process of confronting and 
thus dealing with trauma.   
Sicilia’s search for peace, in a country where people are forced to face the effects of increasing 
violence on a daily basis, attempts to unite the affected voices of the Mexican people as a means of 
creating a stronger garrison in the creation of a legitimate discursive defence against official 
narratives. Given that the nature of these victims’ trauma is collective, due to the mass violence 
inflicted as a result of the war on drugs, it is through cooperative organisation that these individuals 
are now attempting to revisit and contend with trauma. Though in Orta’s short film this character 
copes and searches alone, the Movimiento por la paz is about collective power and campaigning 
together to end violence and re-establish peace. The individual families affected by the trauma of 
narco-violence may feel alone in their struggle and grief, however as a larger collective their 
criticisms of the war and their demands to federal government become louder and harder to ignore, 
as evidenced by the successful implementation of the Ley de las Victimas / Victims’ Law.  
The collective nature of this trauma and subsequent search for peace is further emphasised in the 
edited language of the film. For instance, though the film employs Sicilia’s final poem for the 
narration, the final word, the name of Sicilia’s son ‘Juanelo’, is omitted and instead replaced with a 
double repetition of the penultimate word ‘silencio’. This building of triadic crescendo as the word is 
repeated with increasing force and anguish in the voice of the narrator, marginally alters the 
meaning of the poem, changing the significance of the ‘silence’ into a command demanding a 
cessation, most likely to the escalating violence plaguing Mexico.  Thus, the film’s use of Sicilia’s 
personal experience and poetic response combined with the protagonist’s search for a peaceful 
resting place parallels the real-life poet’s pursuit of peace in Mexico, while the removal of the name 
‘Juanelo’ from the dialogue renders the poem’s message universal. Sicilia has, himself, discussed the 
power of silence in remembering and respecting the dead and disappeared victims of the war, 
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‘Siempre se olvida que el silencio es parte de la palabra. Y hay veces que en un mundo así el silencio 
dice más que las palabras.’536 / It is always forgotten that silence is part of the word. And there are 
times that in a world like this silence says more than words. This potency of silence over the spoken 
word championed by Sicilia is reflected in Orta’s short film which neglects dialogue in favour of 
sparse poetic narration and thematises the search for silence in the plight of the poet. The final 
sequence of the film, commencing from the narrator’s repetition of ‘silencio’, features neither music 
nor narration. During a full one minute thirty seconds (just under a third of the film’s duration), the 
camera follows the poet on the final stages of his journey travelling on foot into the depths of the 
mountains until he discovers the refuge of an empty cave. The aural accompaniment of diegetic 
sounds such as birdsong and the poet’s footsteps lessen as he approaches the sanctuary of the cave. 
The near-silence is interrupted only by the final words of narration at the end of the sequence which 
instead of Sicilia’s son’s name, again the actual final word of the poem, finishes with a repetition of 
the poem’s title and first line as well as part of Sicilia’s press statement on his retirement from 
poetry, ‘el mundo ya no es digno de la palabra, la poesía ya no existe en mí’ / the world is no longer 
worthy of the word, poetry doesn’t exist in me anymore. These final words of narration serve as a 
closing reminder of the world to which the poem and film refer, and the harrowing situation that has 
impacted Sicilia and the thousands of other relations of the dead and disappeared drug war victims. 
As depicted in the film, the war has extinguished poetry from within the poet and Sicilia, instead 
searches for silence and for an end to the suffering that has come to characterise daily life in Mexico. 
The poet’s search is rendered difficult, however, by a society that does not openly recognise his 
trauma, leaving him removed from the world he inhabits. This immense struggle and isolation is 
emphasised by the camerawork selected to represent the scene. Within the cave the poet character 
is framed in a high angle long shot in the centre of the frame, his son’s urn nestled under the 
stalactites behind him as he lets out an exhausted sigh. This final shot can also be read as emblematic 
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of Sicilia’s own role in the anti-war protest movement embodied by the Movimiento por la paz. The 
poet stands in the centre of the frame, just as he stands metaphorically in the centre of the struggle; 
however, the distance of the shot reflects the insignificance of one man alone, isolated from the rest 
of society in the vast emptiness of the cave. Moreover, unlike the character’s solitary journey, Sicilia 
has succeeded in uniting thousands of families and individuals living through the issues of endemic 
violence across the country. Just as the long shot of the poet character in the cave implies, this 
situation is bigger than any one person or singular experience; however, this particular individual and 
his relatable familiar journey remain as a fixed emblem at the centre of the anti-war movement. Thus 
the tenor of the short film’s narrative reflects a hopeful journey towards a future of healing and 
peace.  
Following on from my above discussions of trauma and the search for peace in relation to Pablo 
Orta’s short film El hijo del poeta, the next part of this thesis will centre on Mónica González’s 
multimedia photoseries Geografia del dolor (2011), which she captured during the Movimiento por la 
paz’s rallies across the country. My analyses below will build on earlier discussions of grievable lives 
and the visual representation of the victim as a means of situating González’s work within these 
complex biopolitical narratives.  
Mónica González’s Geografia del Dolor (2011) / Georgraphy of pain 
 As I observed earlier in this chapter, photojournalist Mónica González accompanied the 
Movimiento por la paz on both their Northern and Southern rallies on behalf of the Mexican daily 
newspaper Milenio. As part of her own multimedia documentary project, Geografia del dolor (2011) 
/ Geography of pain, González captured photographic portraits of affected families from all thirty-
two federal entities in the Republic, along with state-specific tourism postcards featuring the 
families’ handwritten messages to their loved and lost ones and a short montage of video footage to 
accompany it. As illustrated by its name, Geografia del dolor maps the effects of conflict, suffering 
and grief in Mexico via its collection of individual testimonies from all over the country. Each portrait 
192 
 
and accompanying media reflect the vast reach of violence and together compose an insightful 
portrait of absence, public grieving and national trauma that will be examined in this chapter. 
González’s project was awarded the Premio Nacional de Periodismo 2012 en Fotografía and was 
exhibited in the Museo Memoria y Tolerancia in Mexico City in the year 2014. After this first stage of 
the project, González and her production team SacBé travelled to thirteen of the states most 
affected by the violence (specifically Sinaloa, Chihuahua, Nuevo León, Tamaulipas, Veracruz, Mexico 
State, Jalisco, Michoacán, Guerrero, Querétaro, Zacatecas, San Luis Potosí and Coahuila) in order to 
gather accounts of the effects of the drug conflict.537 This later development comprised new images, 
audio and thirteen ten-minute documentary shorts.538 Though this latter project builds on the work 
of the photoseries Geografía del dolor, it is a later expansion of the project that I will not analyse as 
part of this thesis due to its breadth. Instead, my analyses in the sections below will centre on the 
photoseries exhibited at the Museo Memoria y Tolerancia as part of a wider exposition on the 
Movimiento por la paz. The first section below will look at González’s representation of public 
grieving as linked to a sense of national trauma captured her photoseries Geografía del dolor.  
Public grieving and national trauma  
Geografía del dolor (2011) has been described as a ‘map of human rights violations’,539 and 
its name testifies to this assertion. The photoseries is sociological in its concerns as it maps the 
suffering endured by Mexican families across the nation through state and city specific case studies. 
This section examines how the series probes and articulates the idea of unresolved national trauma. 
Each portrait and accompanying media in Geografía del dolor constitutes a personal testimony of 
human rights’ violations that embodies the key socio-political concerns of the State or municipality 
in which the photograph was captured. Just like Orta’s short film, González’s portraits work to 
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establish the human impact of the drug war violence and State and military impunity whose victims 
are held in a state of grieving by the unresolved nature of the conflict. Though the project examines 
microcosmic examples of the effects of the conflict through the use of individual testimony, there is 
also a collective power to the stories which is achieved as a result of their grouping in the form of a 
multimedia exhibition. Each search for justice represents thousands like it in the State in which it 
was recorded and through these depictions of personal grieving Geografía del dolor mirrors the 
national struggle against drug war violence as embodied by the Movimiento por la paz.  
As a collective work, the idea of ongoing and unresolved national trauma is expressed through the 
curatorial presentation of the photos and postcards (Figure 12), which are suspended at varying 
heights from the exhibition room ceiling. The viewer is obliged to walk between and around the stills  
 
 
Figure 12: Jessica Wax-Edwards, ‘Geografía del dolor (2011) exhibition at the Museo de Memoria y Tolerancia’ (2014). 
 
contained in hanging display boxes further emphasising the isolated nature of the victims who are 
boxed in.  However, as an additional means of focusing the viewers’ attentions on these testimonies, 
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the boxes are the only source of light in a room shrouded in darkness. The photographic subjects, all 
victims of the widespread violence cauterising Mexico, are presented as immobile and suspended in 
a state of vulnerability in a society indifferent to their suffering. The victims are literally and 
metaphorically suspended in their site of trauma, frozen in this moment of violence and loss.  
Freud argued in one of his seminal essays on the study of trauma, ‘Traumatic fixation-the 
unconscious’ (1920), when trauma is not addressed properly, it can develop into longstanding 
psychological wound.540 Derived from the Greek word for wound, the word trauma implies an 
unresolved and therefore unhealed event, as is the case with the violent traumas affecting the lives 
of the families featured in Geografía del dolor.  Cathy Caruth argues that trauma is articulated, 
processed and integrated via the act of remembering.541 On an individual scale González’s 
photoseries asks its subjects, the affected families, to process and memorialise their trauma through 
both visual and written means. The visual aspect, which will be explored in greater detail in the next 
section of this chapter, requires the families to pose for a portrait with their deceased or 
disappeared relative. Despite the photojournalistic nature of González’s role at the rallies, these 
portraits are endowed with historiographical importance that depicts the impact and effects of the 
drug war on those affected.  For instance, the portrait of María Herrera M. in Chilpancingo (Figure 
13) shows her in a medium shot holding four photos of her two missing sons Raul and Salvador 
Trujillo. María’s expression is anguished but her gaze is uncompromising. As with all of the portraits 
in Geografía del dolor the living subject of the photo returns the viewer’s gaze directly, their sombre 
expression in contrast with the oft smiling faces of the disappeared as represented in their missing 
persons’ photo.  
In respects to the written aspects of processing and memorialising trauma, González asks these 
living subjects to elaborate on their experience of violence on the back of State-specific postcards.  
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Figure 13: Mónica González, ‘María Herrera M. in Chilpancingo’, Geografía del dolor (2011). 
 
Some address the audience of the exhibition, the rallies and anyone who will listen. For instance 
María Herrera M. writes:  
Estoy frente a ustedes con mi triste historia. El 28 de agosto del 2008 desaparecieron a 
dos de mis hijos de nombre Salvador y Raúl Trujillo Herrera en Atoyac de Álvarez, 
México […] acudimos a las autoridades y jamás nos resolvieron nada, nuestra vida ha 
sido destruida totalmente. Nos conbertimos [sic] en peregrinos del dolor.542 / I stand 
before you with my sad story. On 28 August 2008, two of my children named Salvador 
and Raúl Trujillo Herrera disappeared in Atoyac de Álvarez, Mexico [...] we went to the 
authorities and they never solved anything, our life has been totally destroyed. We have 
become pilgrims of pain. 
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María Herrera M.’s words capture the emotional impact of ongoing conflict and highlight the power 
of testimony. She collectively labels her family, and no doubt all those partaking in the anti-war 
movement as ‘pilgrims of pain’. Those participating in the Movimiento por la paz rallies, much like 
those living in the wake of a loved one’s death or disappearance, carry their suffering with them. In 
particular the reference to a pilgrimage emphasises the significance of these marches; those 
marching, though not travelling to a literal Holy Land, seek through their journey to reach some form 
of closure, peace and an end to the endemic violence afflicting the nation. Herrera M.’s words 
capture how the families of murdered or disappeared individuals bear the ceaseless burden of the 
pain that the war inflicts. Much like the character of ‘El poeta’ in Orta’s El hijo del poeta searches for 
peace following the death of his son, Herrera M.’s words foreground the current journey of a nation 
in search of resolution and armistice.  
Generally, the postcards offer further details on the events of the disappearances that occurred and 
allow the families to explain their experiences in greater depth and, in many instances, address their 
missing family member directly.  For instance writing on the back of a postcard depicting the Palacio 
de Bellas Artes in Mexico City, another mother known only by her stage name as Payaso Salchicha / 
Sausage the Clown addresses her daughter Mónica Alejandrina Ramírez Alvarado directly when she 
writes, ‘Desde esa día [que desapareció] no paramos ni pararemos de buscarla ya que tenemos que 
encontrarte hija mía.’543 / From that day [that she disappeared] we have not stopped nor will we 
stop looking for her because we have to find you my daughter. As Butler wrote in relation to war 
photography, ‘Even as the frames are actively engaging in redoubling the destruction of war, they 
are only polishing the surface of a melancholia whose rage must be contained, and often cannot.’544 
González’s handwritten postcards seem to anticipate this uncontainable sentiment with grieving 
messages from families spilling out of the photographic frames and onto the back of these images in 
written form. In some cases, families required several postcards to voice the full extent of their 
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anguish.545 Along with the photographic stills, the postcard is able to capture the manifold 
dimensions of loss, grief and trauma. As González acknowledges, a postcard functions as both a 
message and a memory; its communicative function is to relate to someone far away from the place 
that it depicts, while its memorial function is to act as a lasting representation of this moment in 
time. In the context of the drug war these primary functions are shifted, the story related is of the 
person who is now absent and the memory is of violence and loss.546 While the writing of these 
messages provides a cathartic outlet to the families, their handwritten testimony also works to 
humanise the dead and disappeared and, along with the visual accompaniment of the portraits, 
directly refutes the government’s official accusations that 90% those killed as a result of endemic 
drug-related violence were involved in the trade of illicit drugs.547 
On a national scale, however, the process of remembering as a means of contending with trauma is 
partially impeded by government and military discourse that denies the validity of these losses. As 
Hannah Arendt argues in The Origins of Totalitarianism (1968) national-security states do not 
conceive of the dead as individual bodies instead ‘compressing people increasingly together until 
they are formed into one’.548 Collectively, these victims are understood in terms of homogenous 
statistics, a biopolitical approach that centres on man as species over man as individual.549 As 
previously mentioned, according to government discourse the majority of victims form part of the 
90% of drug war deaths that are implicated in the narcotics trade.550 In this sense, these victims are 
framed as intentional targets of the State’s war on drugs, whose deaths are in keeping with the 
government’s rationale for war.  The lives of the war victims are resultantly categorised as non-
human and consequentially their deaths become ungrievable, to use Butler’s words.551 Given that 
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these victims’ lives have been rendered ungrievable by the State, it is difficult for their families to 
commemorate their loss and by doing so attempt to heal the wounds caused by this violent trauma.  
In regard to national trauma, Timothy P Brown builds on Cathy Caruth’s idea suggesting that 
collective memories can respond to trauma, by shifting the burden from the individual to the 
communitarian goal ’to reconstruct out of the fragments of the past a more sustainable future.’552 
Thus, as represented in Geografía del dolor, it is the Movimiento por la paz and its rallies that enable 
thousands of affected families to mobilise as a national group, to publicise the impact of the drug 
war on daily life and to challenge the institutional powers that deny the widespread human 
consequences of this war. Geografía del dolor supplements the efforts of the Movimiento por la paz 
by providing distinct alternative representations of the families. By reframing the victims of the war 
as suffering human individuals, González’s work helps to supply visual counter-discourse in addition 
to the verbal denunciations made by the Movimiento por la paz. In doing so, the project foregrounds 
the growing national issues of exclusion and invisibility that characterise these Mexicans’ 
experiences, as well as the State’s anomie and negligence in relation to the ground-level traumatic 
impact of ongoing endemic violence that led to public resistance via the Movimiento por la paz.  
González cites the government and federal police’s standard strategy of falsely accusing drug war 
victims of being involved in organised crime as a principal motivation for the project.553 This act of 
disregard by the government recalls that of the post-coup military dictatorship that controlled 
Argentina between the years 1976 to 1982, during which it is estimated that thirty thousand people 
were disappeared.554 Many of the desaparecidos were young activists and upon investigating these 
disappearances, their families uncovered only silence, denials and evasions as well as insults and 
threats from officials that accused their children of terrorism and criminal or guerrilla activity.555 
Much like the Movimiento por la paz, mothers of the disappeared in Argentina began to gather in 
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the Plaza de Mayo, a grouping of individual struggles that developed into a collective resistance 
movement. Just as the Plaza had provided a starting place for collective actions for the Madres de 
Plaza de Mayo, so too did the rallies of the Movimiento por la paz become ‘the catalyst for a change 
in consciousness, a realization that the search for the disappeared was simultaneously a struggle for 
liberation.’556  Through her exemplary representations of affected families González’s project, just 
like the Movimiento por la paz and the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, provides a space for these 
families and their stories to be articulated and heard. As Foucault argues, those in positions of 
authority have the power to dictate which discourses are filtered, propagated and validated as 
true.557 thus González’s visual representation of the families provides a type of historiographical 
counter-discourse that challenges the official version of events as proposed by institutional powers 
and reconstructs historical record. By documenting individual stories and experiences, González’s 
project provides case-by-case accounts of loss and suffering in Mexican daily life, accounts which 
contest the self-justifying bellicose rhetoric of the State. The accolade of the National Prize for 
Photojournalism awarded to González for the project further confirms the validity of these 
representations and the stories they expose and share.  
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Figure 14: Jessica Wax-Edwards, 'Front side of the "Payaso Salchicha" display box at the Museo de Memoria y 
Tolerancia’ (2014). 
The very act of photographing and exhibiting these portraits functions as a challenge to a political 
administration that has permitted the death of thousands of citizens via its ineffective war and yet 
denies the grievability of these deaths by suggesting these victims were implicated in the drug trade. 
Each visual triptych (Figure 14) constitutes an individual response to violence and is, equally, 
representative of the thousands of other affected families from the state in which it was created. 
Combined with the written postcard element, which in many cases features openly accusatory 
invectives against institutional and State authorities for impunity and negligence, Geografía del dolor 
provides an important representation of the effects of violence and the role of the federal 
government in perpetuating this climate of fear and aggression. As one postcard from a mother in 
Coahuila who survives her son reads: 
Denunciamos ante la procuraduría del estado de Derechos Humanos CNDH y ante la 
Comisión estatal de Derechos Humanos las autoridades no han logrado dar con su 
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paradero a siete años de desaparición. La impunidad y la comunión ha [sic] prevalecido. 
La verdad y la justicia no han aparecido. Los responsables son el estado mexicano y sus 
poderes que están inmersos en su poder, ambición desmedida. Pero nunca dejare de 
búscalo y demandar su localización. / We denounce before the state attorney of Human 
Rights CNDH and before the State Commission of Human Rights that the authorities 
have not been able to find his whereabouts after seven years of disappearance. 
Impunity and communion have prevailed. Truth and justice have not appeared. Those 
responsible are the Mexican state and its powers that are immersed in its power, 
ambition unmeasured. But I'll never stop looking for him and asking his location. 
Though the postcard is written solely by the unnamed mother of Daniel Cantú, its first person plural 
use of the verb to denounce emphasises the collective nature of this response to violence.  The 
members of the Movimiento por la paz directly accuse the federal government and its institutional 
components of responsibility for their losses, a reversal of the accusatory discourse used by 
authorities to discount the deaths of civilians. These testimonies, represented in a combination of 
visual and written forms, aim to expose the State’s role in rupturing the social fabric of these 
communities through the perpetuation of violence and the ill use of power. Much like the work of 
Fernando Brito examined in Chapter Four, González’s photoseries focuses on representing the 
human cost of the government’s war on drugs. The portraits and postcards that constitute Geografia 
del dolor, literally translated as ‘Geography of pain’, all examine the effects of the drug war at an 
individual scale, with each piece representing one family’s experience as well as the commonplace 
human losses that occur in the State from which they hail. The self-legitimising political rhetoric 
proffered by the Calderón administration engenders a climate of erasure, whereby the innocent 
victims of the war are devalued by labelling them as complicit and their names, stories and families’ 
accounts of suffering are disappeared as a result. The next section of this chapter will examine how 
the dead and disappeared are pictured in González’s photoseries as a further means of 
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understanding how artistic responses to violence during Calderón’s sexenio seek to represent the 
victims of the drug conflict. 
Visualising the dead and disappeared  
The theme that links these portraits together is not simply the loss of a loved one to drug 
war violence; it is equally the missing or murdered person’s non-absence/non-presence within the 
frame. This section examines how the missing and deceased victims of the drug conflict are 
represented in Mónica González’s photoseries and how their non-absence/non-presence is 
articulated and received via the act of viewing. My analyses here will be informed by the study of 
hauntology as first introduced in Jacques Derrida’s book Specters of Marx (1994).  
These persons whose deaths and disappearances are debased and diminished by the State are 
placed at the centre of the images in the form of a family photo or a missing person’s poster. Similar 
to the self-referential human rights iconography in, for example, Argentina where ’the photograph 
within the photograph has become a poignant symbol of forced disappearance’558, González argues 
that in Mexico too these photographs ‘tiene[n] un valor, una simbología, ya sabes que por tener una 
foto aquí algo le paso a esa persona… es un referente a la desaparición, al asesinato, al injusticia’.559 
/ It has a value, a symbology, you know that to have a photo here something happened to that 
person ... is a referent to the disappearance, to murder, to injustice. The absent bodies of these 
missing victims are represented in picture form within the frame which in turn yields a pseudo-
physical manifestation of the desaparecidos. Thus, in contrast to Brito’s abstracted and distanced 
representations of the dead discussed in Chapter Four, in González’s work the deceased and 
disappeared persons are represented, photographed even, via the iconography of their absence. 
This in turn creates a double presence: both for the disappeared and murdered victims of the drug 
war and similarly for the ignored struggle of their families who seek justice and recognition. 
González’s photographs attempt to represent the families as they aim to represent themselves, the 
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rallies providing a space of collective identity through which those affected by the violence can 
mobilise themselves and vocalise their experience as a means of contending with trauma.  
This near-oxymoronic envisioning of the disappeared in the photographic frame recalls Derridean 
concepts of hauntology and the spectral where, as Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock posits, ‘To be spectral 
is to be ghostlike, which, in turn, is to be out of place and time. Ghosts, […] are neither fully present 
nor absent, neither living nor dead. The ghost is the mark or trace of an absence.'560 In the case of 
González’s portraits, the images of the deceased and disappeared function as a material trace of 
both the victims’ existence and their absence. In this context, their images in González’s portraits 
function as vehicles of memory that challenge the stability of the present. As part of the material 
culture of protest, these photographic frames within frames embody not only the individual losses 
incurred but also disrupt the present by foregrounding a past trauma that remains unaddressed and 
thus unresolved.  As discussed in Chapter Two, the ghost, far from referring to an actual phantom is 
a conceptual metaphor for the possibility of historical alterity and used ‘to pursue (without ever fully 
apprehending) that which haunts like a ghost and, by way of this haunting, demands justice, or at 
least a response.’561 As Andrea Noble argues these types of photographs are not mere props in 
human rights activism but are ‘endowed with their own specifically photographic agency in struggles 
for justice, truth and memory’562. Thus In the case of Geografía del dolor the missing person’s 
spectral presence within the frame highlights the possibility of an alternative account of events, 
namely the impact of the drug war on families across the nation. The photos of the dead and 
disappeared thus simultaneously represent the burden of their loss as well as the means of 
addressing their past in order to process this trauma. For instance, in the photo of Mónica Alejandra 
(Figure 15), her mother stands centre frame holding her poster. Mother and daughter alike look 
directly at the camera lens, the frame otherwise empty the viewer is forced to return their gazes. 
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Her mother who is dressed and made up as a payaso / clown, her form of work in the nation’s 
capital, does not smile, creating a visual tension between the superficial image of the clown and the 
underlying image of a mother still searching for her missing daughter.  The photograph foregrounds 
the role of performance in protest.  
 
 
Figure 15: Mónica González, ‘Mother Payaso Salchicha holds a poster of her missing daughter Mónica Alejandra in D.F.’, 
Geografía del dolor (2011). 
 
Similarly, while Orta’s film alludes to the anti-war movement and the effects of the war on drugs, 
González’s work, composed during and as part of the rallies, highlights one of the movement’s key 
struggles: for the State to recognise, name and investigate the dead and disappeared victims of the 
government’s offensive against narcotrafficking. Each portrait captured and postcard written 
includes the name or names of the missing person or people sought as well as their images in poster 
or picture form. While most pictures feature a family member holding a poster in the centre of the 
frame as with José Antonio Espino’s poster held by his mother in Acapulco (Figure 16) others use 
different mediums, such as Juan de Jesus Ortiz in Michoacán (Figure 17), whose missing person’s 
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poster is printed on the back of a t-shirt, the wearer facing away from the camera lens. Additionally, 
the accompanying postcards to Ortiz’s image features the names, ages, and in some cases, jobs of 
sixteen different people from Michoacán who were murdered and buried in a secret grave in 
Guerrero. In each of the images the gaze of the disappeared or murdered person confronts the  
 
 
Figure 16: Mónica González, ‘The mother of José Antonio Espino holds his portrait in Acapulco’, Geografía del dolor 
(2011). 
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Figure 17: Mónica González, ‘Juan de Jesus Ortiz in Michoacán’, Geografía del dolor (2011). 
 
viewer. Whether the photos used to represent the missing and deceased are formal portraits or 
happy family candids, in each image of Geografía del dolor the viewer is obliged to meet their gaze. 
As such, the viewer, much like the State, is enabled and required to see these victims of the drug war 
as individual humans whose loss represents the loss of many thousands more. Additionally, the 
‘photographic agency’ of these images that Noble references, is foregrounded: those photographed 
play a role in their own posthumous struggle for justice, truth and recognition.  
Simply by naming the dead and disappeared victims, these families are re-ascribing a level of 
humanity to these individuals whose identities have been collectively smeared by inaccurately 
linking them to illicit activities. Unable to defend themselves, it is left to the families to rewrite the 
official accounts of their disappearances and, in many cases, invigorate a search for them or their 
remains or, at the very least, an explanation of what happened to them. By visually representing the 
dead and the missing, González’s photoseries and the movement it documented works to counter 
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government impunity and attempts to secure a place in collective memory for the murdered and 
disappeared victims of this war. 
Developing on the above discussions of visualising the disappeared, the below subsection will home 
in on González’s representation of violence via its absence. The topic of pervasive unseen violence 
will be explored in greater detail in Chapter Six of this thesis with regard to the documentary 
features of Bernardo Ruiz and Natalia Almada. 
5.2.1 The ubiquity of violence 
It is not simply the representations of the dead that are important in Geografía del dolor but 
the national presence of violence as referenced in the photoseries’ title, which alludes to the 
photoseries’ extensive documentation of suffering across the country. In this section I will examine 
how González represents the climate of brutality and terror that permeates both the images in 
Geografía del dolor and the daily lives of Mexican citizens.  
 
 
Figure 18: Mónica González, ‘Francisco Fernando Rodríguez Flores holds a picture of his father Fernando Rodríguez 
Maturnino on a highway in Durango’, Geografía del dolor (2011). 
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Figure 19: Mónica González, ‘Bárbara Ybarra in Veracruz holds a poster of her kidnapped and murdered daughter 
Gabriela Arlene Benítez Ybarra whose remains were found in the woods behind her’, Geografía del dolor (2011). 
 
González captures the ubiquity of endemic violence in the seemingly unremarkable backdrops of the 
photoseries’ portraits, which feature parks, roads, rooms and other nondescript locations. For 
instance one portrait depicts a small boy, Francisco Fernando Rodríguez Flores (Figure 18), holding a 
framed picture of his father Fernando Rodríguez Maturnino on a highway in Durango. Other than the 
subjects of the image, the frame is entirely empty with the stretch of an anonymous highway filling 
the background. According to González, it was on this highway in Durango where the murdered body 
of the boy’s father was discarded, as is the case with thousands of other bodies as well as hundreds 
of hanged individuals.563 Bridges and motorways are common urban spaces for the disposal of 
bodies and have thus been transformed into everyday sites that literally embody a sense of national 
trauma. González’s use of a flash further emphasises the blandness and emptiness of the space; the 
grey cement of the road could be anywhere. Similarly, the portrait of Bárbara Ybarra in Veracruz 
(Figure 19), who holds a poster of her kidnapped and murdered daughter Gabriela Arlene Benítez 
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Ybarra, is captured in front of a park.  Though no indication is made within the photographic frame, 
this park was where her daughter’s body, who disappeared on 13 July 2011 at 8:30am and finally re-
appeared on 19 September 2011. Once again the function and perception of these seemingly safe, 
everyday shared public spaces are altered when their links to terror and brutality are revealed. A 
further example of the widespread nature of violence in contemporary Mexican society is seen in 
the portrait of Oscar and Silvia Sánchez (Figure 20), parents of Silvia Stephanie Sánchez Viesca Ortiz 
who disappeared (at the time of her parents’ writing) more than eight years ago. The pair is framed 
against an unremarkable street, with a framed picture of their daughter in hand. Their postcard 
explains that this street, la Calle 28 in Torreon Coahuila, was the last place their daughter was seen 
before she disappeared. González’s carefully selected scenes for these portraits highlight the 
quotidian and unavoidable nature of the violence inflicted onto the Mexican populace. These victims 
were kidnapped in random streets, their bodies subsequently abandoned haphazardly in parks and 
on the roadsides. González’s portraits also depict the way in which the national violence of the  
 
 
Figure 20: Mónica González, ‘Silvia Stephanie Sánchez Viesca Ortiz on the street where their daughter was last seen 
before her disappearance’, Geografía del dolor (2011). 
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Figure 21: Mónica González, ‘The mother of Daniel Cantú Iris hold his photograph in his bedroom’, Geografía del dolor 
(2011). 
 
 
State’s drug offensive has penetrated the domestic sphere. In one photo (Figure 21), the mother of 
Daniel Cantú Iris, who simply signed her postcard ‘tu mamá’ / your mum, is shown holding the 
poster image of her missing son in his bedroom which remains untouched during his seven year 
absence. The simple imagery of a missing persons’ poster captured within an image of a home space 
highlights the now unavoidable nature of the escalating violence.  
The mise-en-scène of each photo testifies to the extremely public nature of the violence and 
subsequent grieving incurred. These are not incidences occurring in dark alleyways or dangerous 
neighbourhoods, nor are they private matters; the violence that threatens the members of the 
Movimiento por la paz and many more Mexicans all over the country is both pervasive and 
indiscriminate. González demonstrates through her photoseries that the sites of violence in Mexico 
are unremarkable and ubiquitous. 
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Butler argues in her book Frames of War that accidental deaths of uninvolved citizens are an 
expected consequence of conflict. Butler contends that ‘the destructive power of the war machine 
exceeds its target, invariably producing collateral damage.’564 Civilian deaths are an anticipated 
consequence of war and in the case of the Mexican drug war, the disappeared and dead are treated 
as complicit and guilty of criminal offences by the State,  rendering their lives  ungrievable, to use 
Butler’s term. However, the portraits featured in Geografia del dolor elaborate on the events of the 
disappearances and murders, exposing the falsity of victim-blaming allegations made by federal 
authorities.  
Conclusion 
 El Movimiento por la paz con justicia y dignidad is an important example of Mexico’s civil 
social responses to the government’s drug war offensive. The subsequent militarisation of the 
country and the resulting escalating violence registered upwards of sixty thousand deaths between 
its launch by then-president Felipe Calderón in December 2006 and the end of his presidency in the 
year 2012. The Movimiento por la paz calls upon the Mexican people to protest against the violence, 
implicating both the drug cartels and the State for their part in its effectuation. The award-winning 
visual representations of the human impact of the war’s resulting violence capture very different 
aspects of the anti-war movement. Orta’s short film focuses on the symbolic poet leader and founder 
of the movement, Javier Sicilia, using one man’s struggle as a microcosmic example of the aims of the 
Movimiento por la paz, namely the search for peace and an end to violence. In contrast, Mónica 
González’s photojournalistic portraiture of different families from across the country functions as a 
direct challenge to insidious political rhetoric which strips the drug war dead and disappeared of 
their human value by labelling them as complicit in organised crime and there to blame for their 
situation. Alongside the families’ written testimony on postcards, the photoseries provides a 
platform for alternative accounts of the conflict and draws attention to the role of public grieving as 
linked to a sense of national trauma. The photo project, like the movement it documents, demands 
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justice and recognition for those lost in the violence and testifies to the unresolved and ongoing 
nature of this national trauma. Both works paint a picture of a nation affected by violence on a daily 
basis and in every aspect of their daily lives and both artists call for an end to the conflict as a means 
of addressing these effects and constructing a sustainable future.  
In the next chapter, my analyses will focus on the lives of those living in this climate of terror. 
Building on my discussions of unseen violence and representations of the war’s victims, Chapter Six 
will focus on those who survive the dead and continue to work in conditions of instability, haunting 
and pervasive violence. As with previous chapters, the next chapter of this thesis will focus on two 
visual artists, both documentary filmmakers, and examine their representations of violence and 
power during Calderón’s sexenio.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
Living the Drug War 
 
Introduction 
While the deaths and disappearances of Mexico’s drug war victims and their families’ public 
response to it was the focus of my discussions in the previous chapter, Chapter Six will turn to 
analyse the residual effects of the drug conflict on those Mexicans working and living within the 
conditions of war. In contrast to the mobilised protest movement examined in the previous chapter, 
the documentary features analysed in this chapter focus on fixed spaces, a cemetery in Culiacán, 
Sinaloa and the border city Tijuana in Baja California. As gang territories and drug routes, these 
spaces are permanently occupied by an oppressive and inescapable climate of violence.  
Via two distinct documentary lenses, this chapter will examine a representation of the lives of those 
working in these conditions. The first film to be analysed, Natalia Almada’s El Velador (2011) / The 
Night Watchman, follows the daily routine of a night watchman in Jardines de Humaya, a vast and 
still growing cemetery in Culiacán that is the resting place of some of Mexico’s most notorious drug 
lords as well as their victims.  Almada’s film locates the viewer in a necropolis, a term I will define in 
more detail in the first section of this chapter. With no didactic voiceover used to narrate the film, 
the viewer is positioned as a silent observer of daily life in the cemetery space. The audience is 
witness to the ongoing construction of mausoleums and the funeral ceremonies regularly taking 
place as well as the transposed lives of the families visiting and caring for the dead.   
The second film to be explored in this chapter is Bernardo Ruiz’s Reportero (2012) / Reporter, the 
narrative of which captures a wholly distinct portrait of working within violence from Almada’s 
representation. The film focuses on the history of Zeta, a Tijuana-based independent weekly 
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newspaper, as well as one veteran reporter and his colleagues as they strive to report honestly and 
openly on political corruption and the drug war, despite the risks associated with such a task. The 
documentary captures the unstable and dangerous work/life climate of northern border towns like 
Tijuana and equally of the career path of journalism, now one of the Mexico’s most dangerous 
professions.565  
This chapter will examine the indirect effects of the drug war on daily life in Mexico as represented 
in these exemplary documentary features. With both documentaries made and released in the final 
years of Calderón’s presidency, these two visual works provide critical observations of the effects of 
his presidential legacy. These accounts testify to the widespread and destructive impact of the 
Calderón administration’s drug offensive on Mexico’s citizens. These documentary features, 
therefore, provide an apt end to my analyses of power and violence during Calderón’s sexenio as 
well as the shape and tenor of his presidential legacy.  
Natalia Almada’s El Velador (2011) / The Night Watchman 
The first half of this chapter will focus on Natalia Almada’s documentary film El Velador 
(2011) / The Night Watchman. This part of the chapter will serve to introduce the context in which 
the documentary was exhibited as well as its reception at different festivals in Mexico and abroad. 
The subsections that follow will examine the difficulties or representing violence without depicting 
it, as well as the effects of constant warfare and terror on space and its inhabitants. My theoretical 
analyses in these sections will be sustained largely by the work of Achille Mbembe on the notion of 
necropolitics and the necropolis, as introduced in his essay ‘Necropolitics’ (2003).   
At the time of its release, El Velador was featured at a number of international festivals including the 
New Directors/New Films festival in New York, the Melbourne International Film Festival in Australia 
and the Cannes Film Festival in France. The film was awarded Best Documentary at the 2011 
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Bratislava International Film Festival. Almada’s previous films are also politically-focused with a 
particular view on the intersection of life and politics. Her first feature Al Otro Lado (2006) / on the 
other side examines the crossing of drug traffickers and musicians along the border while her later 
documentary El General (2009) / The General contrasts historical with personal memory in a portrait 
of former Mexican President Plutarco Elías Calles, her great-grandfather, for which she won Best 
Director of a Documentary at the Sundance Film Festival in 2009.566 During the film’s exhibition at 
Cannes in 2011, El Velador was labelled as another example of ‘narcopeliculas’, a term used to 
describe  other Mexican films presented at the festival, namely, Gerardo Naranjo’s Miss Bala (2011) 
/ Miss Bullet and Everardo Gout’s Días de Gracia (2011) / Days of Grace.567 Naranjo and Gout’s films 
both adopt a fiction format and follow an action thriller style as a means of representing the subject 
of Mexico’s drug conflict. As will be explored below, El Velador’s narrative is far removed from that 
of these high-octane fiction films. In the following subsection, I will be demonstrate how the 
pervasive and palpable violence that exists in the Jardines de Humaya cemetery environment is 
captured and presented to Almada’s documentary audience. 
Representing violence  
 My discussions in this section will seek to identify how Almada captures the pervasive 
climate of violence suffusing the living and working environment of the social actors onscreen in El 
Velador, despite an absence of visual representations of brutality in the film’s footage.  To aid my 
analyses I will refer to Mbembe’s notion of ‘necropolitics’ as a means of locating Culiacán within 
Mexico’s growing necropolis. Furthermore, as introduced in Chapter Three of this thesis, I will draw 
upon the seminal work of Bill Nichols in his book Introduction to Documentary (2001) to 
contextualise my discussions of Almada’s use of the observational documentary mode to contend 
with the subject of drug war violence. 
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El Velador is set in one of Culiacán’s most notorious and grandiose cemeteries, Jardines de Humaya. 
Culiacán is the state capital of Sinaloa. As discussed in Chapter Four of this thesis, with regard to the 
photographic works of Fernando Brito, Sinaloa forms part of Mexico’s Pacific coast, a dominant 
region for the production of opium poppy and marijuana.568 The area of Sinaloa, thus, constitutes a 
key territory disputed for control by drug trafficking organisations.569 During Calderón’s presidency a 
number of key alliances between cartels were ruptured, such as that of the Beltrán Leyva brothers 
and the Sinaloa Cartel, provoking violent outbreaks in states such as Sinaloa as well as others.570 The 
resulting atomisation of trafficking groups, including the Beltrán Leyva organisation, has produced a 
climate of fierce competition for control.571 This is evidenced by the escalation of homicide in north-
western states like Sonora and Sinaloa as well as more southerly territories such as Guerrero.572 The 
escalation of conflict and murder in Guerrero is examined in greater detail in Chapter Four of this 
thesis, specifically in relation to Pedro Pardo’s photoseries Drug Cartels’ War (2011).  
In Almada’s El Velador, there is a notable absence of direct visualisations of violence. This 
representation is far removed from the shocking daily depictions of drug-related crime in Mexico, as 
discussed and analysed more closely in Chapter Four. El Velador, a feature documentary set in one 
of Mexico’s most violently disputed drug trafficking territories, contains not a single visual 
illustration of a violent act. Nonetheless, the film centres on and is haunted by the presence of 
violence in the cemetery and the lives of those who visit this space. The film’s lack of direct depiction 
of brutal actions and imagery recalls Gianfranco Rosi’s El Sicario, Room 164 (2010) / The Hitman, 
Room 164, another documentary that approaches the topic of violence in Mexico without picturing 
it.  Rosi’s eighty-minute film is shot entirely in a sterile motel room where a masked cartel ex-hitman 
anonymously recounts the acts of corruption and cruelty he has witnessed and also perpetrated 
throughout his career. While the motel room in El Sicario provides a space largely emancipated from 
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violence, an idea that is destabilised when the former hitman partially re-enacts a kidnapping that 
took place in the very same room, the protagonists in El Velador live their lives bordered and 
colonised by unseen violence.  
Any mention of violence within the narrative of El Velador is secondary to the representation of 
everyday routine, heard only in the background via diegetic media such as Martin’s car radio or his 
portable television. Four minutes into the film, for example, a radio news broadcaster announces 
that four people died at the scene of a crime while one more died in hospital and later two state 
police officers were assassinated without a chance to defend themselves. The report continues 
‘habían cientos de casquillos de balas tiradas’ / there were hundreds of bullet casings. The news 
report is heard over footage of a truck filled with labourers that are leaving the cemetery at night. 
The vehicle is captured in a single fixed shot as it exits Humaya to the left of the camera. The news 
report is barely audible over the sound of the truck’s engine and, as a result, the significance of such 
news is mollified and instead presented as attendant with daily life. El Velador consists entirely of 
juxtapositions such as this that highlight the banal nature of extreme displays of violence in cities like 
Culiacán. This is simply one of many reports throughout the film which enters the aural diegetic 
space without eliciting a visible reaction from the social actors in the documentary. The film 
demonstrates how the people featured are living and working in a space of violence, without ever 
reproducing brutal activity onscreen. It is only via the media that the national and local presence of 
drug-related violence is directly referenced in El Velador. The specific role of the media in 
representing and reporting on the drug conflict will comprise the focus of the second half of this 
chapter in relation to the Bernardo Ruiz’s documentary Reportero (2012) and is also considered with 
regard to photojournalism in Chapter Four of this thesis.  
The space of the cemetery is key to this notion of pervasive yet intangible violence. It is a space of 
memorialisation and peace for the dead but, as I will discuss in the next section of this chapter, the 
rapid growth of this graveyard is contingent upon and therefore symbolic of the escalating violence 
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that characterises existence in Sinaloa. The cemetery forms part of a growing necropolis in Culiacán 
and across Mexico. The word necropolis derives from the Greek meaning ‘city of the dead’.573 I use 
the term necropolis here as an extension of Achille Mbembe’s notion of the necropolitical. As 
discussed in Chapter Four of this thesis, in the essay ‘Necropolitics’ (2003), Mbembe builds on 
Foucualt’s notion of biopower, the domain of the State to exercise control over human life or, put 
simply, the power to make live and let die.574 To this, Mbembe introduces the notion of necropower 
whereby life is subject to the dominion of death.575 Necropolitical authority designates which lives 
are disposable.576 In a necropolis, as Basile Ndijo writes ‘insecurity, violence, and terror have become 
the daily experience of the vast majority of city dwellers, whose lives are permanently subjugated to 
the power of hazard and uncertainty, and above all to the tyranny of death.’577 Ndijo refers to the 
African necropolis in the city of Douala but the description of the space itself remains relevant to the 
Mexican context. In keeping with Ndijo’s description, the necropolis is a city of the dead inhabited by 
those whose lives are ruled by the imminent prospect of death. As can be observed in Almada’s film, 
in this death-space, fear and brutality have become normalised and diurnal. Those regularly 
spending time in this zone, encompassing both the cemetery and the areas where drug war terror 
prevails, live in a suspended state of emergency and precariousness that rids them of agency.578 By 
focusing on the routine of the Jardines de Humaya burial ground, Almada presents violence as both 
interminable and an ineluctable monotony. 
As per the film’s title, El Velador follows the nightly work of the burial grounds’ keeper, Martin.  With 
its long and lingering shots of lived life, the film is a typical example of what Bill Nichols termed the 
observational mode. As Nichols writes, ‘[t]he filmmaker’s retirement to the position of observer calls 
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on the viewer to take a more active role in determining the significance of what is said and done.’579 
In Almada’s film the viewer is privileged with an intimate portrait of the daily happenings of 
cemetery life but the lack of narration, typical of the observational mode, obliges the audience to 
seek out the potential meaning of the footage. Unlike many of the other didactic documentaries 
analysed in this thesis – specifically, Luis Mandoki’s Fraude: México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 
2006 and Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010)  / 0.56%: What happened to 
Mexico? in Chapter Three and Bernardo Ruiz’s Reportero (2012) / Reporter in the second half of this 
chapter - El Velador adopts a more passive and open-ended approach to the subject of violence in 
Mexico. The film silently observes the night watchman in the execution of his duties as well as the 
ongoing construction of the cemetery and the menial work that takes place on the premises daily. 
The ethical considerations Almada poses using these visuals about the violent conflict affecting the 
daily lives of Mexican people are left for the viewer to identify and engage with. Almada frequently 
presents the visual juxtaposition of Martin’s shack and the construction workers’ worn and hole-
ridden shoes with that of the elaborate architecture and luxury interiors of the mausoleums which 
resemble condominiums. In the film the viewer is also presented with modest and simple graves of 
very young victims of violence whose memory is dwarfed into upturned earth by the towering 
necropolis built around more powerful and wealthy men.  
The documentary audience is allied with Martin in their respective roles as observers. Martin’s 
duties, as represented in the documentary text, consist largely of taking over responsibility for the 
cemetery when the workers leave for the evening, with some infrequent cleaning tasks, such as 
hosing the grounds, also featured. Martin is relatively powerless in his role as a night watchman, a 
fact made clear three minutes into the film when he states, ‘En la noche no puedes andar por el 
panteón,’ / you cannot walk around the cemetery at night. This is also one of the few instances of 
dialogue in the film. This statement is directly followed by a shot of night falling over the rooftops of 
a large unfinished sepulchre, creating a sense of tension and dread, and foregrounding the fact that 
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this is not a place of rest and peace for the dead or the living. At night, Martin explains, people hold 
parties at graves and bring with them banda musicians and weapons. This claim is evidenced less 
than three minutes later using a fixed shot of the night watchman’s shed at night taken from the 
outside. The single illuminated light bulb that hangs from the corrugated roofing sheet indicates that 
he resides within the building. The natural buzz of cicadas is hushed by the loud sound of horns and 
drums common to the banda genre overtaking the soundscape from beyond the frame. The music 
creates a sound bridge to the next images, a slow succession of shots that aptly depict the tension of 
the situation. This begins with a low angle shot of Martin lasting nearly ten seconds as he fidgets 
anxiously and is followed by an extreme close up of his nervously twiddling thumbs lasting the same 
length of time. Next there is a comparatively brief four-second shot of Martin’s dog at his feet as it 
whines uncomfortably, suggesting the dog too senses the tension of the situation. The subsequent 
shot, which lasts an unbearable forty-five seconds, is captured from further away: a static camera 
frames a small shrine with flickering votive candles in the foreground, while the night watchman’s 
shack, visible only via its single shining bulb, lurks in the background. Still bridged by the sound of 
live banda music the shot further emphasises the sense of looming potential danger as the 
headlamps of unseen passing vehicles illuminate the shrine, which reads ‘Beto’, as they come and 
go. The viewer is cemented in the now claustrophobic expanse of the frame, unable to identify the 
source of the shifting light visually but capable of hearing the vehicle approach ever closer. Finally a 
silhouetted SUV-sized car passes directly across the fixed frame from left to right locating it directly 
between the shrine and the shack. The vehicle pauses briefly before pulling away out of the shot, 
thus putting an end to the tautness of the scene. The threat of violence is palpable in this scene and 
testifies to prevailing state of emergency experienced by those existing within the necropolis. This is 
further emphasised by Martin’s actions captured the next day. The night watchman’s voice can be 
heard extra-diegetically over shots of him patrolling the grounds to survey the damage. He laments 
his futile position, only able to collect the party goers’ rubbish. Martin’s impotence and vulnerability 
in this situation foreground the experience of the necropolitans, who inhabit a place of permanent 
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existential precariousness. This statement is reflective of the socio-political situation in Mexico at the 
time of writing, where citizens are powerless to defend themselves against the increasingly 
destructive force of the drug conflict. 
Almada’s intentional use of lingering observational shots captured from an often hand-held camera 
and fixed lens length endows the footage with a stagnant quality. This technique betrays a sense of 
impotence on the part of the filmmakers, social actors and audience members, coupled with a 
feeling of being suspended in time. As Almada elaborates, ‘You can feel that violence has just 
happened […] and there is always a sense of anticipation’.580 The film is characterised by the banality 
of life as lived in real time, the slow pace and sense of duration common to the observational mode 
according to Nichols.581 This filmic approach creates a stark contrast when compared to the so-called 
‘narcopeliculas’, 582 such as Naranjo’s Miss Bala (2011) / Miss Bullet and Gout’s Días de Gracia (2011) 
/ Days of Grace, where narco-violence is portrayed as a common street-level occurrence seen in day-
to-day life or simply glamourised.  
The next part of this chapter will expand on my discussions of how non-visualised violence is 
represented in El Velador, by looking at the symbolic role of the burial ground space. 
The cemetery space 
 In this section of the chapter, I will expand upon my above discussions of the necropolis with 
specific reference to the expansion of the cemetery space as captured in El Velador. In the previous 
section I acknowledge that the necropolis stretches beyond Jardines de Humaya, to the city of 
Culiacán and arguably Mexico as a nation. Here, my analyses will home in on Natalia Almada’s 
representation of the graveyard and its perpetual state of construction, as a means of highlighting its 
symbolic importance.  I will argue below that, via her focus on space and its production, Almada is 
able to represent the value placed on the deceased. 
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A major theme of Almada’s documentary is the construction and expansion of the cemetery and its 
edifices into a burgeoning necropolis. In El Velador the focus is not on the ruinous landscape of 
conflict but instead on the consequences of an escalating death rate as a result of drug war violence. 
Jardines de Humaya continues to grow as a direct result of conflict and increasingly fierce territory 
disputes between drug trafficking organisations. This is evidenced at the very start (one minute) of 
the documentary narrative where, immediately after the film’s title appears across a black backdrop, 
the audience is presented with a horizontally bisected fixed frame. The bottom half of the shot is 
lined with open graves while the cemetery’s bordering green expanse fills the top half of the frame.  
Part of the greenery has visibly been cleared away, indicating that this area will be used for further 
development. This image immediately highlights the preparedness of the space: the graves that 
multiply beyond the limits of the frame are waiting to be filled, while the landscape beyond will 
undoubtedly provide a plot for expansion in the near future.  
Similarly, the shot that follows captures a multi-story mausoleum under construction as the sun rises 
behind it on the horizon. As discussed in relation to photography in Chapter Four, the destroyed 
landscapes of battle are usually captured via what Sontag calls ‘beauty in ruins.’583 That is to say, war 
photographers are able to aestheticise the devastating impact of warfare on a space through the 
poetic framing of destroyed buildings. These images of ruins often stand in place of, and sometimes 
as accompaniment to, more graphic images of human suffering. In El Velador, however, the sites 
captured by Almada are the opposite of ruins. Instead, Almada displays the construction of 
elaborate grave sites which, in the case of the Mexico’s narcotics conflict, are a by-product of 
violence. Here the rising rate of homicide generates a need for simple burial plots seen in Figure 22, 
as well as the complex kitsch architecture presented in Figure 23. The increasing power of death 
over life in Mexico’s war on drugs is producing a new city space and a new lived reality that exists on 
the threshold of violence. Almada’s cinematography captures the aesthetic quality of these images, 
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as the sun rises and sets on an unflinching portrait of Mexico’s violent present and most likely its 
future too.   
 
Figure 22: still taken from El Velador (2011). 
 
 
Figure 23: still taken from El Velador (2011). 
 
 
Almada’s focus on the graveyard space provides a microcosmic portrait of a necropolis.  As described 
by the New York Times the film is ‘An unsettlingly quiet, even lyrical film about a world made and 
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unmade by violence’.584 As I argued in the previous section, this ‘world’ the quote refers to is not 
limited to the Jardines de Humaya, but encompasses the realm beyond it, a place where necropower 
dominates daily life. As Ndijo writes, ‘the necropolis is also a space where death and tragedy have 
become banal’.585 While this banality of constant death is true of Humaya, it is also true for the many 
other terror-riddled areas of Mexico. The film’s observational style that locates the viewer within 
this graveyard space further emphasises the banality of quotidian violence. As Hannah Arendt 
argues in her book On Violence (1970), ‘violence harbors within itself an additional element of 
arbitrariness’.586 Arendt here refers to the senselessness of violence based on the fact that its 
outcome engenders unpredictable results which, in turn, mean its aims are not fixed and are 
therefore changeable. It follows, then, that if the end goals sought through brutality are in fact 
malleable, they are, in fact, arbitrary. In El Velador, the conveyor belt-like production of fatalities 
depicted through the film’s use of editing presents the audience with the irrational and pointless 
consequence of conflict.  
The making of this world, seen in the construction process, takes centre stage while the unmaking, 
the ongoing terror and escalating homicides, constitutes an unseen but ever-present ethical 
consideration. Twelve minutes and thirty seconds into the film there is a montage of the means of 
construction, centring on the raw materials used to build these unique edifices. This begins with a 
close up high angle shot of a spade mixing the components of cement; the camera remains 
stationary as the spade repeatedly rotates the contents of the wheelbarrow, ensuring that the dry 
mix is thoroughly incorporated. Next, a similar fixed close up shot focuses on the fully incorporated 
mix as water is being poured in to create mixed cement. This sequence is broken up by an extreme 
low angle shot, an inverted bird’s eye view, that captures the laying of a board over the foundations 
of a mausoleum followed by another low angle capture of workmen carefully placing the wire frame 
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for the roof of the building in real time. These close and concentrated shots are then followed by a 
much wider image which captures the full expanse of the two buildings being worked on. Within the 
frame, workmen can be seen atop and within the buildings working meticulously on every aspect of 
their structure and completion, with finished edifices peeking out in the background. These dynamic 
and varied shots highlight the huge amount of labour that is required to construct this expanding 
cemetery. This, in turn, emphasises another key dimension to the drug war, where it creates a need 
for construction work. Crucially, however, these house-like structures are for the dead and not the 
living. As Almada states:  
When I began filming, four massive mausoleums were under construction and a new 
hole had been excavated for 300 more graves. By the time I finished, that hole had been 
filled with young bodies and a tractor was digging a new one.587 
The cemetery’s seemingly limitless growth testifies to the inability of Calderón’s government to put 
an end to the escalating violence invigorated by his administration’s militarisation strategy. In 
Arendt’s discussions of violence and power, examined in greater detail in Chapters Two and Three of 
this thesis, she argues that while ‘violence can destroy power; it is utterly incapable of creating it.’588 
Quite simply, Arendt sees violence as wholly destructive arguing that although a tool of power it can 
never replace or produce power through its use. Though violence may be incapable of producing 
power it is clear from Almada’s filmic study of Jardines de Humaya, that one by-product of violence 
in Sinaloa is the sustained expansion of this necropolis. This is a space that has developed as a result 
of the drug conflict and this city stands as a monument to the now powerless and to the ongoing 
terror that is devastating the country.  
In a similar vein, the elaborate mausoleums which boast air conditioning, cable television and 
running water, are a vestige to the untenable opulence of the short lives of those in the drug 
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trade.589 Drug lords and their victims rest metres apart in a growing metropolis symbolic of an 
enormous lacuna in social equality that persists after death.  The unsustainable and hedonistic 
luxury of the narco lifestyle is shown to extend to its earthly representations after death, while their 
victims and the poorer members of trafficking organisations are buried in generic and uniform grave 
plots. This disparity in wealth is further emphasised by the aforementioned sequence focusing on 
the means of construction of the cemetery which continues beyond the shots discussed above. This 
montage of construction lasts an additional three minutes interspersed with footage of the poorer 
and younger victims’ graves, and ending with a funeral. A low angle knee-level shot frames a 
workman smoothing cement of a domed rooftop with his head, shoulders and torso not visible 
within the frame. This is followed immediately by a close up of a handwritten cardboard sign that 
serves as a gravestone and is bridged by the ongoing sound of construction. The epitaph reads ‘Liz 
Aleyda Lopez Vazquez / Nacio 02 Febrero 1978 / Fallecio 11 Diciembre 2009 / Descanse en “Paz”’ / 
Liz Aleyda Lopez Vazquez / Born 02 February 1978 / Died 11 December 2009 / Rest in “Peace”. This 
image is sandwiched by another shot of construction, this time an extreme close up on the sweating 
face of a construction worker. Next, and still bridged by the sound of production, the camera 
partially frames a canvas poster that hangs over a grave, the pictured face of its occupant stares 
back at the lens as a family member lays flowers with their back to the camera. This is followed by 
further close up shots of the young faces of those who reside permanently in the many graves of the 
cemetery as well as the dates representing the fleeting lifespan of others. The editing in this 
sequence juxtaposes images of the graves’ construction with reference to their ultimate purpose as 
well as their initial cause. Without the inclusion of signs and posters that designate the inhabitants 
of these burial sites, the viewer would simply be presented with footage of construction for 
anonymous victims. It is the signs that humanise the dead and establish these locations as individual 
resting places. The epitaphs, to some extent, contextualise the deaths of these victims. These short 
commemorations further endow the deceased with human character, a quality that has been 
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stripped from them as a result of senseless death and a comparatively insignificant resting place to 
the towering mausoleums. As such, the montage produces a cause and effect type visualisation that 
reminds the viewer of the dire significance of this ongoing and unrelenting need for construction.  
The same parallels made between the poor and wealthy dead are also drawn between the workers 
and the wealthy drug barons who can afford these elaborate plots and monuments. At sixteen 
minutes and twenty seconds into the film, a close up high angle shot of a workman’s shoes reveals a 
gaping hole that exposes his toes. The beige monochrome picture captures the cement-stained 
trouser legs and shoes of the labourer alongside a stained board all over a backdrop of beige 
cement. The faceless individual captured thus blends with the environment and this representation 
portrays the labourer’s function as another instrument of endless construction as a result of endless 
violence.   
As explored in Chapter Five of this thesis, many of the deaths engendered by the drug war are not 
recognised by the State either as victims or even as human lives. In a speech delivered in July 2007 
Calderón himself proclaims that the drug war ‘no será fácil ni rápido ganarla, que tomará tiempo, 
que tomará recursos económicos, vidas humanas, pero es una guerra que vamos a ganar con el 
apoyo de la sociedad’590 / will not be easy or quick to win, it will take time, it will take economic 
resources, human lives, but it is a war that we will win with the support of society.  According to this 
administration, the thousands of deaths resulting from the drug conflict represent a necessary cost 
to fuel the war.  Their deaths thus comprise part of a systematic process that strips any individual 
humanity from the deceased. El Velador’s alignment of the construction of the cemetery and the 
growing number of dead foregrounds the futile and mounting human cost of the war and the drug 
trade.  
Having examined the necropolis space above as embodied, in part, by Jardines de Humaya, the next 
section of this chapter will seek to identify the impact of living in this space on its inhabitants.  
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Family Life 
 My analyses in this section will develop on the previous two parts of this chapter by 
examining the effects of the necropolis on those living within it. Drawing upon Mbembe’s 
observations on the experience of slaves working in African plantations, I will discern how the 
conditions of terror and the constant threat of uncertainty impact the behaviour of the families 
visiting the cemetery. Alongside the notion of the necropolis, I will examine the role of the spectral 
in discerning the imbalanced power dynamic between the living and Mexico’s growing society of the 
dead.  
As part of its portrayal of the cemetery space, El Velador also maintains an observational approach 
to its representation of those that reside in the cemetery.  The pervasive violence of the drug 
conflict extends not just to the workers of the cemetery but to the families who ritually visit their 
deceased loved ones. The documentary presents a layered depiction of the different dynamics 
occurring between the deceased that occupy this cemetery and the living people that surround 
them. In the case of some families, their entire way and place of living has shifted as a result of 
ongoing violence. This is evidenced by the footage of widows who return every day, sometimes with 
their children, to clean and care for the mausoleums. One example (Figure 23) can be seen half an 
hour into the film’s narrative where a woman with three children is depicted cleaning the 
mausoleum of, presumably, her dead husband. The sequence commences with a close up shot of 
the deceased husband’s smiling image printed on a canvas poster, a deflated balloon partially 
obscuring his face as it is agitated by the wind. The sound of a child counting can be heard in the 
background. The frame then switches to a small-scale establishing shot that captures the entire 
scene: the poster can still be observed at the right-hand side of the frame while the woman is shown 
cleaning on the left-hand side of the image, while the child, continuing to count as she skips on the 
patio of the mausoleum, enters the frame from the bottom right corner, her two younger brothers 
following on the bottom left corner. The sequence continues with further shots of the mother  
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Figure 24: still taken from El Velador (2011). 
 
cleaning as the children play, all indicative of the changed landscape of family life as a result of drug 
war violence. The cemetery space now represents an extension of the playground for the children, 
or a second home where their father is present in poster form and they run and play as in any other 
space. The family space has been transposed through the violence of the drug war. This familial 
intimacy with death constitutes typical behaviour of those living in a necropolis.591 As Ndijo writes of 
the necropolis in Douala, ‘symptomatic of the intimacy that has been created between the living and 
the dead is the transformation of many cemeteries and communal graves into playgrounds, farms, 
or living spaces for many destitute urban families.’592 While it is unlikely that the widows caring for 
these lavish tombs are destitute, it is clear that the family unit’s relationship with death has 
transmogrified the significance of the grave site.  
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Figure 25: still taken from El Velador (2011). 
 
 
 
Figure 26: still taken from El Velador (2011). 
 
 
Similarly, while the familial space has altered so too has the role of the family. Through her use of 
framing and editing Almada presents these young grieving families and their servitude to the dead as 
comparable to the laborious construction work carried out by those who earn their living in the 
cemetery. That is to say, ‘[f]or many, mourning and the caretaking of the mausoleums has become a 
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kind of daily work that echoes the tasks of those whose livelihoods are made from their service to 
the dead.’593 For example, five minutes into the film Almada frames the glass doors of a mausoleum 
at sunset as inside a young woman mops the tiles while a man sweeps the floor. The camera 
captures the woman in close up as she tirelessly cleans the building, a picture of her husband on the 
mantel in the background shows him standing proudly holding a weapon, followed by another close 
up showing him in a bullet proof jacket with the stock of a firearm peeking into the bottom of the 
frame. The framing of this sequence mirrors that of the construction work carried out by the day 
labourers. Almada’s use of close ups on the people and their respective tools and implements draws 
parallels between those that serve the dead here.  In an environment dictated by necropower, 
citizens exist under the command of death.  
Their home, or familial space, has not been lost but exists now only within the necropolis. The 
treatment of the space as discussed above, namely their regular visits and attendance to the 
mausoleums of their lost loved ones, suggests a transposal of ‘the home’. Further to this, while the 
bodies and political status of these families remain largely unchanged, their time and focus is now 
largely occupied by required service to the site of the grave. In a sense, thus, necropolitical space 
exercises domination, alienation and a type of social death over these women and indeed their 
children. The necropolis is an environment in which the colonised are kept alive, sustained even, by 
their service to the dead. The families here, like the labourers, have a value based on the services 
they can provide to the deceased. In this context, the necropolis articulates a much wider collective 
state of grief. 
This same widow reappears multiple times during the documentary, sometimes with her children, as 
she cleans and refreshes the decorations in the mausoleum. On one occasion Almada’s use of visual 
juxtaposition makes direct reference to the similar roles played by the workmen and the widows. 
After a further extended sequence of cleaning at twenty-three minutes, the unnamed widow is 
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shown mopping the tiles of the building once again with multiple shots and angles used to 
emphasise the care taken in this task. These shots are immediately followed by a capture of Martin 
as he hoses the soil outside a plot. Although it is unclear why, he works meticulously to cover every 
spot of the area he is caring for. The two shots (Figures 25 and 26), shown below, even mirror each 
other structurally with the two parties on opposing sides each carefully tending to their respective 
spaces.  
By juxtaposing these two meticulous and yet seemingly futile acts of care, El Velador interrogates 
the value of one act over another. In the case of the widow, it is a daily affair, and one that perhaps 
articulates the processing of grief through the re-gaining of control, in other words, task completion 
behaviour. The widow keeps the memory of her husband alive by tending to his grave. She keeps her 
role as his wife and carer alive by caring for him posthumously. However, when the widow’s work in 
this sequence is aligned with Martin’s, a labour he has previously conceded to be ineffectual, the 
impotence of her act is foregrounded. Both parties live their lives in service of the dead, of those 
spectres who survey and observe but do not respond to the living.594  The film is centred on this 
intersection between the lives of the living and the dead and how the violence that ended their lives 
continues to preoccupy and impact the existence of those that survive them. As Almada clarifies 
with her use of montage, this relationship extends to both the families and the workers of the 
cemetery. 
El Velador depicts a dynamic engagement between the living and the dead that points to the 
shortcomings of the current political regime. The role of the spectral, as defined by Jacques Derrida 
in Specters of Marx (1994), is integral to this depiction. As introduced in the theoretical discussions 
of Chapter Two and further examined in Chapter Five of this thesis, Derridean concepts of 
hauntology and the spectral relate to the non-presence/non-absence of the deceased and their 
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atemporal appearance or figuration in the present.595 The figure of the ghost is used as a conceptual 
metaphor and as such the study of spectrality, as previously argued does require or infer the 
existence of literal ghosts.596  In the case of El Velador the spectral is embodied by several forms 
present in the film, for instance the posters that present the images of the deceased. These posters 
which appear frequently in the film show the happy faces of the dead and often include messages to 
their visitors. One such poster appears at one minute thirty seconds into the narrative. Framed from 
a high angle with the canvas poster lying atop a grave, the faces of two smiling men return the 
viewer’s gaze. Near the bottom of the frame the words, ‘Por favor di que estas bien [sic]’ / Please tell 
me you are well can be discerned while near the top the flicker of small and large candles indicate 
that this is a visited/lived space where people still come and interact with these men in some form. 
The poster here supplicates its reader to interact with their grave site in a certain way that 
exemplifies the uneven relationship shared by the living and the dead. To some extent, the living are 
at the behest of the dead, in particular the wealthy occupants of the mausoleums whose widows 
return daily to maintain their resting places. As María del Pilar Blanco and Esther Peeren write:  
The specter is not simply someone we see coming back, it is someone by whom we feel 
ourselves watched, observed, surveyed […]The wholly other – and the dead person is 
the wholly other – watches me, concerns me. And concerns or watches me while 
addressing to me, without however answering me, a prayer or an injunction, an infinite 
demand, which becomes the law for me: it concerns me, it regards me, it addresses 
itself only to me at the same time that it exceeds me infinitely and universally, without 
my being able to exchange a glance with him or her.  
While those who visit these graves come to pay respects and honour the dead and their memory, 
the national crisis surrounding these deaths exceeds and plagues the living infinitely. The dead are 
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buried here but not the conflicts that engendered their deaths and the violence that continues to 
impact the lives of the living.  
The growth of this cemetery and the increasing number of living people drawn to it, emphasise how 
the violence of the recent past is still affecting and disrupting the present. The ethical and political 
potential of the spectral is embodied in El Velador via this anachronistic clash of the living and the 
dead. As Pilar Blanco and Pereen argue, ‘studies of ghosts and haunting can do more than 
obsessively recall a fixed past; in an active, dynamic engagement, they may reveal the insufficiency 
of the present moment, as well as the disconsolation and erasures of the past and a tentative 
hopefulness for future resolutions.’597 The spectral presence in El Velador therefore offers precisely 
that, whereby the film’s location in a necropolis is just as much populated by the living as it is the 
dead. This space is not restful but instead, as discussed in the previous section of this chapter, a 
place of work and constant production. Nevertheless, the foundations of this world are built on the 
unstable and untenable escalation of drug war violence that has become Calderón’s legacy. As Brian 
Price writes, ‘The ghosts that haunt us are not simply dead or missing people but complex social 
figures that plague our sense of time and being.’598 It is within the context of haunting that El 
Velador is plague with a tenor of terror and the Jardines de Humaya symbolise a site of Mexico’s 
pervading instability. 
The second half of this chapter will examine the representation of working in conditions of violence 
in Bernardo Ruiz’s documentary Reportero (2012) / Reporter.  
Bernardo Ruiz’s Reportero (2012) / Reporter 
Following on from the above discussions of representations of life lived in the cemetery 
space in the cartel-ridden state of Sinaloa, I will now focus my analyses on Bernardo Ruiz’s 
documentary Reportero (2012) / Reporter. Reportero examines an aspect of drug war life only 
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touched on in El Velador, the act of reporting on the drug war conflict. The film focuses on Zeta, a 
Tijuana-based weekly newspaper founded in the 1980s, and the plight of its editorial team to keep 
its coverage relevant and critical despite growing violence in the country, particularly against 
journalists. This introductory section will present the contexts in which the film was made and 
released.  
Mexico is considered one of the most dangerous countries in the world to work as a journalist with 
more than one hundred murders of reporters occurring between the years 2000 and 2014.599 These 
deaths are directly linked to the topic of reporting pursued by the journalists. Calderón’s initiative to 
launch a war on organised crime in 2006 accelerated the rate of this violence culminating in a total 
of six hundred and thirty attacks reported against the press and more than sixty-seven journalists 
killed and fourteen disappeared at the end of his administration according to the Human Rights 
Watch and the Associated Press.600 Upon its release, Reportero was exhibited widely across the 
Mexican and US festival circuits. Most notably, the film featured as an Official Selection of the 2012 
Full Frame Documentary Film Festival in North Carolina and as part of the controversial Director’s 
Cut section of the Gira Ambulante Festival 2012 in Mexico. Reportero was also shown as part of the 
Human Rights Watch Film Festival 2012 in New York. The Human Rights Watch notes in its press 
release for Reportero that there has been ‘an alarming rise in attacks and threats against journalists 
and human rights defenders in the context of Mexico’s “war on drugs”, virtually none of which are 
adequately investigated.’601 The northern states of Mexico bordering the USA represent a particular 
danger to those in this field of work since these transnational environments, where drugs and 
weapons flow across either side of the border, make reporters especially vulnerable to organised 
crime groups. Ruiz’s documentary foregrounds this devastating phenomenon using the case study of 
one particularly controversial newsweekly, Zeta, and its dedicated team of reporters. 
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In Chapter One of this thesis, I discussed the legacy of violence that Calderón’s presidency has 
engendered. In her book México en Llamas: el Legado de Calderón (2012) / Mexico in Flames: 
Calderón’s Legacy, Anabel Hernández explores this presidential legacy in great detail, outlining it in 
her introduction into six defining aspects:  
el infinito poder del narcotraficante Joaquín El Chapo Guzmán, intocable en su sexenio; 
el asesinato impune de 60 mil personas, víctimas de la llamada guerra contra el 
narcotráfico, más de 20 mil desaparecidos; 56 periodistas ejecutados y 13 
desaparecidos; la destrucción de su partido político; un México controlado por cárteles, 
grupos criminales y brigadas de mercenarios; y el regreso del PRI a Los Pinos.602 / the 
infinite power of drug trafficker Joaquín El Chapo Guzmán, untouchable in his six-year 
term; the unpunished murder of sixty thousand people, victims of the so-called war 
against drug trafficking, more than twenty thousand disappeared; fifty six journalists 
executed and thirteen disappeared; the destruction of his political party; a Mexico 
controlled by cartels, criminal groups and brigades of mercenaries; and the return of 
the PRI to Los Pinos. 
In its entirety, this chapter centres on points two through four of Calderón’s presidential patrimony, 
as outlined by Hernández. That is to say, this chapter examines the effects of Calderón’s drug 
offensive which resulted in the deaths and disappearances of thousands of drug war victims, 
including countless journalists, and a rise in the power and terror wielded by drug trafficking 
organisations. Specifically in this half of the chapter, I will focus my analyses on the impact of this 
administration on the practice of journalism as represented in the documentary Reportero. 
Hernández references the effect of increasing terror on those reporting on the drug conflict in the 
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third point of this proposed legacy, where she comments on the number of murdered and 
disappeared reporters during this sexenio.603  
In the sections below, I will examine how Reportero articulates the effects of growing corruption and 
violence on both the act of reporting and the lives of the reporters themselves during the Calderón 
administration.  
The emergence of a democratic media establishment in Mexico 
 In this first section of this half of the chapter, I will contextualise the history of autonomous 
reporting in Mexico. Until the 1990s, Mexico’s media institution was controlled by a system of 
corruption and censorship.604 In this section I will explore the development of independent reporting 
from a system of media control that spans the pre-revolutionary period up to the democratic 
transition of the new millennium. I will support my analyses of the State’s control of news discourse 
with reference to Michel Foucault’s work on systems of power and control as examined in the book 
The History of Sexuality (1976).  
Historically, the Mexican press has struggled to attain its current independent status with systematic 
control of the media rooted in the pre-revolutionary Porfiriato (1876–1911) era, when then-
president Porfirio Diaz used government subsidies to influence news and editorial content.605 
Despite the 1917 National Constitution and the passing of the Ley de Imprenta (1917) / Press Law 
guaranteeing freedom of both the press and of expression, Leonardo Ferreira notes that ‘the 
Mexican authorities and other social actors censored the print media with stubborn regularity.’606 It 
was specifically during the post-war period, during the sequential presidencies of Manuel Avila 
Camacho (1940-46) and Miguel Alemán (1946-52), that the government encouraged the further 
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corruption and strategic privatisation of the news media.607 This corruption was achieved via indirect 
or subtle means of censorship such as the use of State subsidies, incentives and government 
advertising that rendered the press susceptible to manipulation.608 According to Chappell H. Lawson, 
in his comprehensive study Building the Fourth Estate: Democratization and the Rise of a Free Press 
in Mexico (2002), this system of control persisted up until the mid-1990s.609  
Mexico’s historic governmental control over the media recalls Michel Foucault’s work on discourse 
as he postulates in his book The History of Sexuality (1976). The role of discourse, as I examined in 
Chapter Two of this thesis, is fundamental to a notion of power. For Foucault, discourse represents 
both an instrument and effect of power that ‘transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also 
undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart.’610 As a form of 
discourse, in this sense, the news media has the dual ability to buttress State power or challenge it. 
To this end, mass communication media plays a fundamental role in democratic societies. According 
to Robert Dahl in his book On Democracy (1998) one of the minimum criteria for states to be 
considered democratic is freedom of expression, something which relies on each citizen’s ability to 
‘acquire an enlightened understanding of possible government actions and policies’.611 Media such 
as television, newspapers and radio are expected to provide a transparent and unequivocal portrait 
of public opinion and current events in order for the electorate to remain informed. Given the 
assumption that broadcast media in a democratic society will uphold these ideological ideals, any 
manipulation of the media by the State, or any other interested parties, renders it a powerful 
instrument of coercion. This capacity of the media to control public opinion is observed by Walter 
Lippmann in his book Public Opinion (1922). Lippmann was an early advocate of using the media for 
the ‘manufacture of consent’.612 The ‘manufacture of consent’ is a term, coined by Lippmann, which 
refers to the construction of a collective consensus through the use of a coercive media.  In the case 
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of the Mexican government, the ability to promote a positive public image of the ruling regime, 
through a controlled media, enabled each administration to operate without open dissent.  
Discourse is also fundamental to the construction of truth. Foucault posits that truth exists as a 
result of discourse because it is through discourse that particular forms of truth are documented and 
thus legitimised.613 In the case of the media establishment, news reports are presented as fact; if a 
news report is altered or partly censored by State influences then so too is the truth it is used to 
propagate. As a product generated and shaped by discourse, Foucault classifies truth as a ‘discursive 
formation’. Discursive formations comprise a further mechanism of control used by authorities to 
reaffirm and support their own hegemonic power. These constructed truths are self-sustaining 
because they validate the means that produced them. By exercising control over the public’s 
perceived consensus of its government, the PRI was able to reinforce the effectiveness and validity 
of its rule and render any potential civic dissent invisible.  Until the 1990s and as part of a growing 
climate of corporatism, the news media functioned largely as a go-between for various private-
sector organisations and the then-ruling PRI.614 This trend left little space for democratic and free 
reporting.  
The autonomous capacity of the press emerged, in part, as a consequence of the crumbling of the 
PRI’s authoritarian power over the country. For instance the 1968 and 1971 protest massacres, 
instigated by the government and resulting primarily in the deaths of students, galvanised the 
emerging need for an independent press free to express critical views of the oppressive ruling 
regime.615 However, following these massacres the press was also subject to increased governmental 
repression and monitoring which resulted in no critical journals surviving the 1970s.616 The PRI’s 
power was further eroded in the 1980s and 1990s during the presidencies of Miguel De la Madrid 
(1982-1988) and Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994). The Mexican 1982 debt crisis, when the 
                                                          
613
 Foucault, The Foucault Reader, p. 60. 
614
 Hughes, Newsrooms in Conflict, p. 18. 
615
 Bustamante and Relly, The International Journal of Press/Politic: 110. 
616
 Sallie Hughes, Newsrooms in Conflict (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006), p. 18. 
240 
 
country defaulted on its sovereign debt during De la Madrid’s governance, contributed significantly 
to a loss of faith in the ruling PRI.617  Following this, the government’s inadequate response to the 
devastating 1985 earthquake in Mexico City, created further disillusionment with the ruling 
authority and produced various civil movements.618 As examined in Chapter Three of this thesis, 
Salinas’ rise to power in 1988 was marred by conspicuously fraudulent elections that forced the 
then-president to pass democratic electoral reform.619  This reform encouraged further party 
pluralism ultimately led to the political alternation of the year 2000. The democratisation of 
Mexico’s electoral system is explored in greater detail in Chapter Three of this thesis.  
The period of acute repression of free speech experienced from the 1980s onwards is recounted at 
the start of the documentary Reportero. The magazine’s founding, as well as its confrontational 
editorial style, was anchored in this national need for accurate and frank reporting on government 
impunity. As the film recounts four minutes into the narrative, Zeta was founded in the year 1980 
when ‘las condiciones de nuestro país eran muy diferentes a las que hoy en día’ / conditions in 
Mexico were very different to today. These words of the newspaper’s current co-director Adela 
Navarro are heard over archival footage of the inauguration of Miguel de la Madrid (1982-1988), 
president of Mexico at the time Zeta was founded. As Lawson explains, during his presidency De la 
Madrid 'focused on constraining media coverage of potentially damaging topics: popular discontent 
with economic austerity, the spread of drug-related corruption, the growing mobilization of civil 
society, and the regime’s increasing recourse to electoral fraud.’ 620 Given the turbulence of De la 
Madrid’s presidency, which included national bankruptcy and an inability to provide necessary aid 
during the 1985 earthquake, it is no surprise that his presidential slant on the nation’s system of 
media censorship would centre on limiting coverage of controversial topics.  The camera captures 
De la Madrid in a medium shot as he puts on the Mexican presidential sash during the swearing-in 
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ceremony. Over this image the narrating voice continues explaining that at this time the PRI ruled 
local governments like fiefdoms. This footage of De la Madrid’s inauguration is immediately followed 
by footage of his successor Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994) as the narrator explains that, 
during the sexenios of these former presidents, there was a government-controlled press. The 
footage links repression of the press directly to the PRI and its respective heads of states during the 
1980s, this is particularly clear when a close up image of Salinas’s stern-looking face is narrated with 
the words, ‘había mucha represión hacia los periodistas independientes’ / independent journalists 
were subject to a lot of repression. Salinas is notably one of Mexico’s most poorly regarded 
presidents, as discussed in Chapter One and Chapter Three of this thesis. Salinas’s succession to the 
presidency in the year 1988 was shrouded in accusations of fraud and is often viewed as the catalyst 
for the PRI’s fall from executive power. Reportero revisits this historical period of editorial repression 
to explain the emergence of a critical and independent press. The film focuses mainly on the 
newsweekly Zeta, as representative of this democratic shift. The austere images of Salinas and De la 
Madrid are placed in direct contrast with the founder of Zeta Jesús Blancornelas. In this frame 
Blancornelas, also pictured in close up, is captured in a black and white still image his eyes glaring 
fiercely out of the left-hand side of the frame as if accusatorily staring back at the image of Salinas.  
The concept behind Zeta was that its being founded and run by journalists enabled those working 
there to practice a journalism that was free of any corporate, union or political interests. Thus the 
periodical comprised part of a national trend of increased civic engagement, seen also in the 
resulting civil movements emerging after the 1985 earthquake, which continued into the 1990s and 
represented the nascent development of a democratic press institution in Mexico whose editorial 
content was openly critical of the ruling government.621 As Sallie Hughes notes, it was not until the 
1980s, when localized protests against the regime appeared along the northern border, that the first 
wave of civic-oriented newspapers could consolidate.’622 Zeta, with its heritage in the 1970s Tijuana 
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newspaper ABC, is one example of these first-wave civic newspapers.623 ABC was forced to close at 
the end of the decade, when a lack of independent funding threatened the paper’s editorial 
autonomy from the State.624  
The cross-border environment of Mexico’s northern frontier was crucial in the development of a 
critical press, particularly in the case of Zeta as represented in Reportero. Blancornelas’ challenging 
reporting style, which sought to undermine political authority by exposing government impunity, 
forced him to live in semi-exile in the US. As explained in Reportero, Blancornelas would write the 
newsweekly from across the border as he was threatened with death or prison if he returned to 
Mexico. The reporter’s wife would then transport the pages across the border. Notably this practice 
has continued on, in essence, to the present-day printing of the newspaper. The documentary makes 
this point through use of extra-diegetic narration and demonstrative images that depict the printing 
of the newspaper. The process is portrayed using a montage of shots that capture the printing 
machinery as it reproduces the latest version of the paper. These images are overlaid aurally with 
narration from the newspaper’s current co-director Adela Navarro. Navarro explains that the 
printing operation still occurs in the US as a precautionary means of maintaining editorial freedom of 
speech.  
The method of documentary representation here is typical of the expository mode as defined by Bill 
Nichols. According to Nichols, ‘[e]xpository documentaries rely heavily on an informing logic carried 
by the spoken word’625 while in ‘a reversal of the traditional emphasis in film, images serve a 
supporting role.’626 This narration-heavy method is a commonly used documentary mode, as the 
external logic of the unseen voice coupled with expert interviews creates a patent distinction in 
filmmaking style from fiction film.627 By creating a clear stylistic barrier from fiction cinema, the 
director of an expository documentary is able to place greater emphasis on the factual quality of the 
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film’s content. In the case of Reportero, this mode is used to assemble a credible and factually-
grounded argument on the historical and present-day conditions threatening democratic journalism 
in Mexico.  
With the expository mode, there is a preferred logic constructed through the combination of image 
and voiceover. As examined in the first half of this chapter, Almada’s use of the observational mode 
in El Velador encourages the audience to interrogate the film’s imagery and engage with its potential 
meaning. Unlike an observational documentary, the expository film guides the viewer through a 
carefully structured argument created via its use of narration with the support of imagery. Audience 
engagement during an expository film is, therefore, more passive than other modes of filmmaking. 
The spectator is essentially lectured during the viewing and, to this end, there is little requirement 
for the viewer to participate mentally in the experience by questioning what is presented onscreen. 
Reportero conforms traditionally to this mode of documentary filmmaking through its use of expert 
interviews, archival footage and newspaper clippings in support of a didactic exposé on the changing 
and endangered role of independent journalism in northern Mexico. The expository shots of the 
production and printing of Zeta, mentioned above, foreground the role of journalism in countering 
pro-government censorship. The words printed in this publication historically challenge the status 
quo and, thus, the publication represents a journalistic discourse capable of debilitating and 
dismantling power, to borrow from Foucault’s observation on the role of power and discourse. As 
represented in Reportero, the production and dissemination of Zeta constitutes a counter-discourse 
that seeks to unsettle the government’s control over truth and dissent. Through its critical reporting 
and its production outside the national boundaries of political control, Zeta is emblematic of the way 
discourse can also be used against hegemonic power, just as much an effect and instrument of 
resistance as it is of power. The role of journalism as a means of resistance will be further explored 
in the following sections of this chapter.  
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Alongside the rise of narco-trafficking as discussed in Chapter One of this thesis, by the 1990s 
Mexico was the most dangerous country in Latin America besides Colombia to practice journalism.628 
However, at the same time the growing transformation of a civic-orientated press had become ‘an 
increasing source of strain and irritation for Mexico’s “perfect dictatorship”.’629 As examined in 
Chapters One and Three of this thesis, the 1990s represented a particularly tumultuous socio-
political period for the government and the PRI’s longstanding reign. The Ejército Zapatista de 
Liberación Nacional’s (EZLN) / Zapatista Army of National Liberation’s declaration of war on the State 
on 1 January 1994, as well as the public assassination of Luis Donaldo Colosio Murieta, the Priísta 
candidate and presumed frontrunner for the 1994 Mexican presidential elections, that same year 
had left Mexico with an international reputation for instability and violence. The PRI began to lose its 
grip on autocratic power and was forced to concede democratic electoral reforms, as explored in 
Chapter Three as a result of the contentious 1988 presidential elections. Neoliberal reform during 
this period also contributed to an increase in market competition, which prompted a more diverse 
media promoting different political perspectives.630  Mexico’s political transition, when an 
alternative political party (the PAN) secured presidential power in the 2000 presidential election 
result, was bolstered by the emergence of a civic and independent press. At the end of the 
millennium, Mexico’s news media boasted over two hundred independent publications that gave a 
voice to competing ideological viewpoints.631  
The next section of this chapter will build on this historical context of autonomous reporting in 
Mexico by focusing on the period of Calderón’s presidency (2006-2012). Specifically, below I will 
examine the effects of the Calderón government’s strategy against drug trafficking organisations on 
the practice of independent journalism in Mexico as represented in Reportero.  
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Violence and contemporary journalism in Northern Mexico 
Following on from the above discussions of the historical manipulation of Mexico’s press by 
the State, here I will examine the impact of escalating violence on the practice of journalism in 
Mexico during Felipe Calderón’s sexenio. This section will make specific reference to reporting in the 
north of Mexico, with a central focus on the city of Tijuana where Reportero is filmed. My 
discussions of violence below will build on the first half of this chapter by examining the mediatising 
of images of violence in Mexico. This section will continue to draw on the work of Michel Foucault in 
relation to power and discourse. My theoretical discussions of violence here will be sustained by the 
work of Slavoj Žižek in the book Violence (2007). 
As represented in Reportero, the practice of critical and controversial journalism has proved a 
dangerous endeavour in Mexico for decades but has worsened in the present day as a result of 
growing institutional corruption alongside a burgeoning and increasingly violent narco-trafficking 
trade. This is evidenced for example by the Committee to Protect Journalists’ impunity index which 
in 2011, the year Reportero was filmed, ranked Mexico among ‘the world’s most murderous 
countries for the press . . . where authorities appear powerless in bringing killers to justice.’632 Such 
violence places the very practice of civic journalism in danger. The situation is exacerbated by 
pervading impunity in the justice system, with only one perpetrator of violence against the media 
tried and found guilty since the year 2006.633 
During Calderón’s presidency, citizens, news institutions, and journalists in northern Mexico were  
victim to increasing violence as rival organised crime groups competed for control of key territories 
for the production, transportation and distribution of narcotics across the border to the US.634 As 
explored in Chapter One of this thesis these increased levels of violence and volatility arose directly 
as the  result of the Calderón administration’s military deployment strategy, launched days after the 
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president’s accession to power in 2006. The socio-political turmoil affecting journalism in northern 
Mexico during Calderón’s sexenio was accompanied by technological upheaval.635 In their article 
‘Professionalism Under Threat of Violence: Journalism, reflexivity, and the potential for collective 
professional autonomy in northern Mexico’ (2015) Celeste González De Bustamante and Jeannine E. 
Relly note the importance of a rapid ‘technological revolution, driven by online advances [that] 
swept through the region’.636 In contemporary society, technology and media have evolved in 
tandem to the point that they are now intertwined and culturally inseparable.637 Furthermore, 
internet-driven media and technology are overtaking the previously prevalent system of media 
embodied by print newspaper and television. The widespread mass communication achieved by 
these digital media has resulted in what Brad Evans and Henry A. Giroux term a ‘cultural 
reorganisation’.638  That is to say, the impact of this restructuring of the traditional sources of news 
and imagery extends to the production, dissemination and consumption of information.639 These 
digital media advances have been adopted not only by news media outlets but equally by drug 
trafficking organisations and their members who seek to control their public images and media-
driven messages about their businesses, a practice explored in more detail in Chapter Four of this 
thesis. The demarcation of violence onto the cyberspace further exemplifies the spread of terror in 
Mexico.  
In The History of Sexuality (1976), Foucault defines power as relational to resistance.640 Power is 
constituted, in part, by this counter-force that has the potential to threaten and even topple 
structures of control. As discussed in the previous section of this chapter, discourse, much like 
violence, is an instrument of power that can equally be used as a means of resistance. The 
development of digital and social media as a platform for propagating news and opinions mirrors 
Foucault’s almost precognitive description of the networks of power and, as will be explored further, 
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the element of resistance. Foucault describes the network of power relations as ‘a dense web that 
passes through apparatuses and institutions, without being exactly localized in them’.641 Foucault’s 
use of language here recalls terms relating directly to the internet. To this end the scope of 
discourses of resistance traditionally disseminated by publications like Zeta via the print medium, 
has expanded to enable a wider-reaching and more elusive form of internet-based dissenting 
discourse to evolve, such as blogs and even social media posts. Citizen participation via the internet 
has also been crucial in maintaining coverage of Mexico’s drug war. The website El Blog del Narco 
provides the latest news surrounding drug-related incidents with content submitted by readers as 
well as the cartels themselves.642 Though this is not explored in Reportero, the use of social media 
and other digital platforms by both the cartels and the public is represented and examined in, for 
example, Shaul Schwarz’s contemporary Mexican documentary Narco Cultura (2013). 
In Reportero the growing violence against journalists as well as its impact on the people and the 
profession is presented as the film’s central narrative theme. In the film’s introduction a montage of 
still and moving images from news reports emphasises the widespread presence of such violence. 
The sequence commences with archival news footage which features a close up on several bullet 
holes that have perforated a car’s windshield with the bloodied and lifeless heads of two victims 
visible behind the shattered laminated safety glass. The footage is followed by close ups of the 
veteran Zeta journalist Sergio Haro, the film’s protagonist. Sergio is pictured driving while his voice 
plays extra-diegetically during the scene. In voiceover Sergio explains that the risks associated with 
publishing narco-related journalism in Mexico are too great and many opt out of such reporting. 
Sergio’s words are immediately supported by further images and reports of murdered journalists in 
Mexico. First, a shot of a crime scene with a police tape border traversing the screen from left to 
right  reads, ‘PRECAUCION’ / caution. The voiceover then relates that a journalist was killed by 
multiple gunshots. This is followed by a close up shot of a driver’s seat window; the glass having 
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been shattered leaving a hole through which the top of a head resting on the steering wheel can be 
identified. The image of the car switches to a longer shot that reveals the rest of the crime scene 
while the voice over continues to explain that ‘two female journalists were strangled and their naked 
bodies thrown onto the street’. Next, some older footage of a funeral march which frames 
pallbearers carrying a coffin is accompanied by the narration, ‘today a reporter murdered by an 
armed group was buried.’ Ruiz’s use of montage in this opening sequence, juxtaposes the potential 
risks of practicing journalism, as related vocally by Sergio, with the real-life deaths of reporters, as 
supported by the archival footage shown. Although some of these cases relate directly to Zeta, as 
will be revealed later in the narrative, these murders of journalists are presented side by side as a 
medley of admonitions made against the dangers that surround this career path. In the northern 
states of Mexico alone, more than thirty journalists were murdered during Calderón’s sexenio.643  
Therefore it is clear from the documentary’s apposition of Haro’s warning and the archival footage 
of such incidents that these threats are an everyday concern to journalists in Mexico and will play a 
crucial role in the unfolding of the documentary narrative.  
Zeta’s editorial team has witnessed such violence first hand and on many occasions during its short 
lifespan. As depicted in the documentary, the first instance of violence against their team was in the 
year 1988 against the Zeta co-founder and columnist Héctor ‘Gato’ Félix. Felix is introduced a third 
of the way into the documentary as an early example of the terror contained in Zeta’s editorial 
history. As explained in voiceover by the paper’s current co-director Adela Navarro, over images of 
Félix and his articles, Félix was known for writing critically and mockingly about politicians who 
including Jorge Hank Rhon, the son of Carlos Hank González a former Mexico City mayor. The Hank 
family is notorious for political corruption, indeed the aphorism ‘un político pobre es un pobre 
político’ / a poor politician is a poor politician [italics my own], is turn of phrase commonly attributed 
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to Hank González, who was known for his corrupt business and political practices.644 As the film 
explains Jorge Hank was a playboy figure and racetrack owner in Tijuana, known for cavorting with 
drug traffickers. Reportero presents a fixed black and white shot of the original newspaper article 
where Félix criticised Hank, followed quickly by a close up of his name beneath the article’s title. The 
shot is immediately followed by footage of a news report, the news presenter announces that ‘el 
periodismo en Baja California está de luto’ / Journalism in Baja California is in mourning and that 
Félix has been murdered. This is immediately followed by shots of the car in which the crime took 
place, which shows shattered glass and blood stains on the floor. The documentary and the editorial 
team at Zeta believe that Jorge Hank was behind the murder, an argument presented in typical 
expository mode style using evidence such as footage from the time, expert interviews and other 
evidence presented via narration, such as the revelation that Félix assassins were security guards at 
Hank’s racetrack. To highlight the impunity of the situation, the documentary then presents images 
of Hank in the year 2004 during his campaign for Mayor of Tijuana, a position that he won that same 
year. The documentary then presents archive footage of Blancornelas commenting on the death of 
his friend where he explains that they never anticipated such violence as a result of their work. This 
same threat of violence is now practically a commonplace expectation for journalists working in 
Mexico, whose work involves reporting on government corruption and the drug trade.  
Following the film’s examination of Félix’s assassination, the instances of violence against Zeta team 
members, as represented in Reportero, increase rapidly. This use of editing mirrors the reality of 
those working at Zeta, where violence began to increase in tandem with a growing drug trade. As 
represented in sequence in the documentary, first the editor-in-chief of the paper Blancornelas is 
ambushed by members of the Arellano Félix cartel, an attack which he survives, after a freak 
accident renders the lead assassin dead. Later, after Haro strikes out on his own as co-founder of an 
alternative paper with his colleague Benjamín Flores Gonzaléz, the latter is murdered for his critical 
reporting style on the drug trade and its main players. After this Francisco Ortiz, an editor at Zeta, is 
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shot dead in his car in front of his children after authoring an article that exposed the names and 
faces of many members of the Arellano Félix cartel who were embroiled in a scandal with the 
Attorney General’s office. This account of Ortiz’s murder in Reportero, provides context to images 
originally used in the opening montage sequence of the film, analysed at the start of this section. 
Forty-one minutes into the film, the previously seen archival footage of the yellow police tape 
reading ‘PRECAUCION’ / caution as well as the footage of the shattered driver’s seat window and 
lifeless head is reused. This time the violent imagery is contextualised and thus imbued with 
emotional and historical significance. The visual throwback to the opening images highlights the 
proximity of this national violence to those working at Zeta.  The memorable visual cue of the bright 
yellow police tape traversing the screen, with its bold block capitals that provide a written warning, 
relocates the viewer within this violent reality, namely that of living and working in the drug war as a 
reporter. These depictions are real incidents that not only happened to reporters, they happened to 
Zeta reporters. Therefore, by revisiting these images of death that were initially presented alongside 
Haro’s verbal warning, the extreme risks of practicing journalism in Mexico are further emphasised.  
The mounting threat and implementation of terror and brutality has changed the way journalists 
chronicle the war, marking a practical shift in the act of reporting that is evidenced by Ruiz’s 
documentary film. As Haro narrates in Reportero, though previously stories about the narcotics 
trade were not as prevalent as today such accounts now sell more papers than those covering 
political corruption or social issues. New stories and editorial dealing with the national conflict have, 
therefore, become the focal point of Zeta’s reporting. The prominence of such reporting, points to 
the highly mediated regime of suffering currently operating in Mexico. As discussed in Chapter Four 
of this thesis, the increasingly normalised representation of violence in Mexico’s news media has 
rendered banal the acts of brutality pictured. Images of violence are reduced to mere spectacle and 
are unconstrained by political contextualisation. On the topic of violence as spectacle, Evans and 
Giroux note that ‘The spectacle harvests and sells our attention, while denying us the ability for 
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properly engaged political reflection.’645 That is to say, the onslaught of violent imagery and 
information communicated as spectacle becomes a standard of reporting. As a consequence of this 
standard, the viewer is cultured to expect visualisations of terror that, in turn, emancipate 
representations of death and misery from any ethical considerations.646 In this sense, violence as 
spectacle serves a performative function as it shapes the audience’s reality by framing which lives 
merit further contextualisation and which form part of the generic victims of the drug war. In 
Chapters Four and Five of this thesis I analyse how the lens contributes to the biopolitical framing of 
which lives matter in relation to Judith Butler’s notion of grievable lives. Slavoj Žižek insists that an 
audience bombarded with images of violence must seek out historical and political contextualisation 
themselves, if they wish to understand the causes of generalised representations of terror.647 Žižek 
argues that the violence disseminated widely by the media, which he terms ’subjective violence’, is 
just one example of brutality and is also simply the most visible.648 For this reason, Žižek urges the 
viewer to investigate the cause of this subjective violence by viewing it is an indicator of an unseen 
objective violence that permeates systems of control.649 Documentary cinema has the potential to 
contribute to this pursuit of information into the factors and circumstances that engender highly 
publicised conditions of violence. This is particularly true of the expository documentary mode 
which, as explored in the previous section, serves an investigatory and didactic purpose.  
Not only does Reportero seek to contextualise the violence impacting both Mexico and those 
reporting on politics and drug trafficking, as explored in the previous section, but the film also 
examines the effects of mediatised violence on the act of reporting itself. Each of the examples of 
the direct violence inflicted against Zeta’s editorial team resulted in serious personal and 
professional repercussions for the colleagues involved, in addition to the families of these victims. 
The impact is witnessed in the victims’ altered way of living as well as their changed way of 
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reporting. In the case of Blancornelas, after the attempted assassination on his life, he was 
permanently accompanied by twenty-five bodyguards and limited his travel to work and home only. 
Similarly, Blancornelas made the executive decision to be the only journalist at Zeta to put his name 
to stories focusing on drug trafficking organisations, in an effort to spare other members of the 
editorial team from the threat of violence. In this sense, the entire scope of both his work and 
personal life was transformed as a direct result of escalating drug war violence. Despite palliative 
alterations to the method of reporting, the life-threatening dangers of openly accusing politicians 
and drug trafficking organisations of impunity or corruption still prevail. In Reportero, this point is 
made in relation to the arrest of the murderer of Haro’s former colleague and newspaper co-founder 
Benjamín Flores Gonzaléz. When Flores Gonzaléz’s killer was ultimately arrested, it was not for the 
journalist’s homicide but for the murder of a police officer along with trafficking enormous 
quantities of marijuana. Nevertheless, the cartel hit man was set free almost immediately. Haro’s 
newspaper mocked the detainee’s early release from prison and the lack of justice that this action  
conveyed. In its response, the front page published by the paper used an image of the criminal next 
to kilos of drugs he was caught trafficking with the title ‘Vinculado al crímen [sic] de Benjamín Flores 
¡LIBRE!’ / Man linked to the crime against Benjamín Flores, FREE! Reportero presents this headline in 
close up, zooming out slowly to reveal the piles of drugs pictured next to the murderer followed by a 
close up on the image of the assassin himself.  The sequential use of close up shots highlight the 
danger of such openly accusatory reporting, a fact supported by Haro’s extradiegetic narration which 
explains that he received death threats as a direct result of this story. This is buttressed by still 
photos of Haro and his family taken over the years. First a black and white photo of his wife and 
small son in a car as his wife explains in voiceover that these events turned their life upside down. 
The film then presents multiple pictures of Haro with his son and wife. The images emphasise the 
devastating impact such potential violence or simply the threat of violence has had on his domestic 
life.  
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The documentary film proposes an additional effect of increasing widespread violence during 
Calderón’s administration. According to an interview that Haro conducts for Zeta during the filming 
of Reportero, the growing trend of violence conducted against journalists as well as citizens in 
general in northern Mexico, has led to a burgeoning private security industry. This is emphasised by 
a sequence which follows the mention of death threats received by Haro and his subsequent 
employment of security forces. The sequence captures the veteran reporter interviewing the owner 
of a car armouring service. Much like the montage of footage depicting the production, printing and 
distribution of Zeta, this sequence provides demonstrative shots of the processes and labour 
involved in producing secure vehicles for victims of potential violence. The sequence begins with 
medium shots of workmen using circular saws and welding irons on metal as sparks fly. Next, the 
camera travels right in a passing shot of brand new cars being worked on by multiple men. The 
camera captures Haro’s face in close up as the owner explains to him that the security business has 
grown in tandem with the increasing levels of violence spurred on by the drug trade. This is another 
example, explored in Reportero, of the palliative methods being used to cope with the effects of, 
what Žižek terms, subjective violence. Strategies such as increasing personal security or anonymising 
reporting on incendiary topics constitute means of abating violence without dealing with its systemic 
cause. Reportero attempts to draw attention to the conditions that produce subjective violence, 
predominantly by contextualising the socio-historical and political circumstances that produce 
outbursts of violence.  
The increasing violence inflicted against the press in contemporary Mexican society represents an 
erosion of this democratic institution. The following section of this chapter will examine the methods 
used by journalists to cope with the constant and burgeoning threat of violence as a means of 
sustaining mediatic autonomy.   
Countering violence against journalists 
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 While the previous two sections of this chapter examined representations of violence and its 
impact on the exercise of autonomous journalism in Mexico, this final section will look at the ways in 
which journalists in Mexico are responding to this threat. As with the first subsection focusing on 
Reportero, where I looked at the emergence of autonomous reporting in Mexico, this section will 
make reference to Foucault’s observations on the role of resistance in his book the History of 
Sexuality (1976).  
There have been a variety of public responses to the untenable levels of violence affecting the 
country since the launch of Calderón’s drug conflict in 2006, such as the Movimiento por la paz con 
justicia y dignidad, a people’s movement in protest of the violence and the government’s erasure of 
its victims discussed in Chapter Five.  Alongside this, various journalistic movements, including is la 
Red de Periodistas de Juárez / The Juárez Journalists Network and the Red Libre Periodismo / 
Network of Free Journalism, have emerged in response to the mounting precariousness surrounding 
the practice. La Red de Periodistas de Juárez is a network forged by a collective of female journalists 
in response to the growing violence in Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, and in particular violence directed 
against women.650 According to their website: 
El propósito fundamental de la red es la consolidación de un gremio periodístico 
juarense profesionalizado, ético, comprometido y de calidad en beneficio de una 
sociedad que, más que nunca, requiere estar bien informada para poder contrarrestar 
los muchos problemas que enfrenta.651 / The fundamental purpose of the network is 
the consolidation of a professionalised, ethical, committed and quality juarense 
journalism union in benefit of a society that, more than ever, needs to be well informed 
in order to counteract the many problems it faces. 
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Such journalism networks seek to protect not only the individual agents that operate within the 
field, offering training and support in a number of areas, but they also constitute a further means of 
defence against the erosion of the right to the freedom of the press. Journalists in these networks 
are able to sustain the practice of free speech, by uniting and supporting one another. As a larger 
collective, they find solidarity and champion the practice of safe critical reporting. Though this is a 
national problem affecting journalists in all parts of the country, as previously discussed, the 
northern and border territories of Mexico are particularly vulnerable to the rising levels of violence 
against reporters due to the importance of these territories as trafficking routes into the US. For this 
reason, the emergence of such networks of support is particularly salient in the north. The Red Libre 
Periodismo is a network for the state of Chihuahua that, according to its website, was formed in the 
face of ‘los retos que nos colocó la guerra contra el narcotráfico y la violencia que ésta desató’652 / 
the challenges brought on by the war against drug trafficking and the violence that it unleashed. 
Much like the Red de Periodistas de Juárez, the Red Libre Periodismo promotes the ongoing practice 
of truthful and objective journalism as well as providing training and support to journalists operating 
in the state.653 According to Bustamente and Relly, such networks stand in direct opposition to the 
old models of communication where news providers worked in conjunction with and were often 
supported by the government.654 
The formation of such groups of resistance which offer a range of support to members, recalls 
aspects of Foucault’s analyses of power and resistance found in his book The History of Sexuality 
(1976) and explored in the previous two sections. Alongside his work examining notions of power 
and its ubiquitous presence in structured society, also explored in The History of Sexuality, Foucault 
analyses the ways resistance to power manifests itself. In this book, Foucault acknowledges that 
power and resistance are interdependent concepts, and specifies that ‘resistance is never in a 
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position of exteriority in relation to power.’655 That is to say, these two concepts are both mutual 
and relational, in that power relationships depend entirely on a multiplicity of resistance points.656 
The idea of resistance mirrors the concept of power in its pervasive and omnipresent nature, as 
Foucault details: 
the points, knots, or focuses of resistance are spread over time and space at varying 
densities, at times mobilizing groups or individuals in a definitive way, inflaming certain 
points of the body, certain moments in life, certain types of behaviour657 
In the case of these journalism networks emerging as a result of violence, as well as the civil 
movements explored in Chapter Five of this thesis, the structure of the groups highlight the nature 
of points of resistance. They are mobile and transitory points that seek to fracture the wave of 
violence inhibiting and corroding the practice and institution of independent journalism. As 
mentioned in the previous section of this chapter, in his analyses Foucault describes power relations 
as a network which forms a dense web that traverses institutions.658 In this sense, these journalism 
networks also pass through social stratifications and individual unities in their capacity as nodes of 
resistance. Just as journalism represents a discursive form of resistance capable of debilitating 
power, rendering it fragile and possible to thwart (to use Foucault’s words), so too do these 
emerging systems of solidarity, such as networks and social protest movements, represent another 
aspect of resistance. The formation of such networks, therefore, encourages and enables journalists 
to continue reporting in the face of impunity. These same networks represent collective resistance 
points to the overwhelming and suppressing nature of the wave of violence impacting quotidian life 
in Mexico.  
In response to the increasing violence aimed at journalists, as well as criticisms from citizens and 
social organisations regarding the poor or disrespectful coverage of the drug war’s victims, the 
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Acuerdo para la Cobertura Informativa de la Violencia / Agreement for news coverage of violence 
was signed in March 2011.659 Led by Televisa, the agreement was signed by seven hundred and 
fifteen Mexican news outlets. The agreement recognised a need for a collective strategy for 
reporting on the drug war among media organisations that would help protect reporters from the 
increased risk of violence. As the agreement states: 
Los medios tenemos la responsabilidad de actuar con profesionalismo y de 
cuestionarnos sobre las implicaciones potenciales que tiene el manejo de la 
información. Por ello, todas las noticias que involucran a las organizaciones criminales 
deben apegarse fielmente a los hechos, al tiempo que provean elementos contextuales 
suficientes para su adecuada comprensión.660 / The media has the responsibility to act 
with professionalism and to question the potential implications of information 
management. Therefore, all news that involves criminal organizations must faithfully 
adhere to the facts, while providing sufficient contextual elements for their proper 
understanding. 
Despite the aims of the agreement, it has had limited impact on protecting journalists and improving 
reporting due to the ambiguity of its terms.661 Instead of creating a National Press Council that could 
exercise power and discipline over the media, the agreement followed the Colombian model of the 
Acuerdo para la Discreción / Agreement for Discretion, which offered greater ductility on rules and, 
crucially, no punishment or admonition for those media groups which did not comply.662 The 
agreement proved divisive with some seeing it as media censorship and others questioning the 
effectiveness of the standards set.663  
Conclusion 
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The violence of Mexico’s ongoing drug wars is well known and documented in a variety of 
forms and mediums, however the conditions in which its citizens live is an oft neglected topic, 
particularly in the realm of visual studies. Both Almada and Ruiz’s documentary expose the realities 
of living in a constant and seemingly endless climate of fear and violence, seen from the viewpoint of 
two different sectors of society. Both filmmakers capture an aspect of Mexican daily life that 
characterises and withstands Calderón’s time in Los Pinos. As we have seen, in El Velador (2011), 
Almada focuses on the growing community of the dead in the face of burgeoning violence, and the 
work required to memorialise the lives of the many people killed as a result of narco-related 
violence. Her documentary, moreover, provides a slow-paced visual space that encourages both 
observation and reflection on what it means to survive in such an environment and the impact of 
violence as well as its potential residual effects. Bernardo Ruiz’s documentary Reportero (2012), on 
the other hand, examines the war’s impact on societal democracy in the form of a threatened and 
abused freedom of the press. Reportero emphasises the fundamental importance, and yet increasing 
precariousness, of unbiased journalism, in spite of the dangers of reporting on the drug war. 
Through very different approaches in both documentaries examined in this chapter, the realities of 
living in a society plagued by the drug war are represented as fragile, arduous and monotonous.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 In the introduction, I proposed that this thesis would aim to investigate Felipe Calderón’s 
presidential legacy of violence as represented in the visual artistic works produced during his 
sexenio. Accordingly, the texts used in my analyses have presented an opportunity to examine the 
defining aspects of this legacy and its wide-reaching impact on Mexican society. 
The first chapter of this thesis provided the historical contexts necessary to understanding the 
volatile socio-political climate into which Calderón entered high office in December 2006. It is in 
Chapter One that Calderón’s legacy, as summarised by Mexican political journalist Anabel Hernández 
in her book México en Llamas: el Legado de Calderón (2012) / Mexico in Flames: Calderón’s Legacy, 
is defined. According to Hernández’s definition, Calderón’s legacy of violence is characterised by six 
defining aspects: the limitless power of drug trafficker Joaquín El Chapo Guzmán; the unrecognised 
and unpunished deaths of tens of thousands of drug war victims; the growing brutality against 
journalists; the destruction of the PAN; the insurmountable power of the drug cartels who now 
control Mexico; and, finally, the return of the PRI to the presidency. Each of these aspects is 
explored in Chapter One and many provide the basis of exploration for further chapters in this 
thesis, primarily chapters Four to Six.  
Chapter Two introduced and examined the primary theoretical frameworks that informed my 
analyses in this thesis. In this chapter, it was explained that a theoretical overview of power, 
violence and the study of hauntology were all needed in order to define the key terms used over the 
course of this thesis with regard to the visual texts discussed. As explained in the introduction and in 
Chapter Two, the intermedial nature of this research and the complexity and breadth of the period 
of study also required a multi-disciplinary approach that drew on a wide variety of theorists. The 
260 
 
social and visual concerns addressed in this thesis are supplemented by further theoretical 
discussion within chapters to supplement the overarching framework supplied in Chapter Two. 
In order to contextualise the precarious start to Calderón’s presidency and the conditions of 
instability that led to his launching of the career-defining war on drugs, Chapter Three focused on 
two documentaries that examined the controversial presidential campaign and electoral process 
that resulted in Calderón’s election as president of Mexico in the year 2006. These documentaries, 
Luis Mandoki’s Fraude: México, 2006 (2007) / Fraud: Mexico, 2006 and Lorenzo Hagerman’s 0.56%: 
¿Qué le pasó a México? (2010) / 0.56%: What happened to Mexico?, captured the fragile socio-
political climate at the time and my analyses of these texts demonstrated the dubious circumstances 
under which Calderón acquired a mandate to lead and launched his devastating militarisation 
strategy.  
Chapter Four advanced discussions of Calderón’s drug war by examining the photographic 
representations of the violence that the conflict unleashed. Through my analyses of the photoseries’ 
of Pedro Pardo’s Drug Cartels’ War (2012) and Fernando Brito’s Tus pasos se perdieron con el paisaje 
(2006-2012) / Your Steps Were Lost in the Landscape, it was explored how brutality and terror 
escalated across the country, and particularly affected areas such as Culiacán and Acapulco, as a 
result of the government’s war. This chapter equally demonstrated how photographic artists 
working in the fields of photojournalism and photodocumentary have attempted to articulate the 
impact of the violence and the ethical considerations this presented. 
Chapter Five built on discussions of endemic violence in the previous chapter by focusing on the 
representation of victims and the power of protest in combatting the government’s militarisation 
strategy. This chapter focused on the biopolitical implications of war waging as challenged through 
two representations of the Movimiento por la paz con justicia y dignidad / Movement for peace with 
justice and dignity, a protest movement in the year 2011 that sought an end to the conflict and its 
resulting brutality. Focusing on Pablo Orta’s short fiction film El hijo del poeta (2012) / The poet’s son 
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and Mónica González’s multimedia photoseries Geografía del dolor (2011) / Geography of pain, I 
further scrutinised the ethics and implications of how the drug war dead are represented and the 
societal impact of ongoing violence during Calderón’s presidency.  
The final chapter of this thesis, Chapter Six, sought to examine the necropolitical implications of 
living in the conditions of terror engendered by ongoing conflict and escalating violence. Building on 
previous discussions of the biopolitical and drawing on the assertions of Achille Mbembe, this 
chapter demonstrated the precarious nature of the lives of those that survive the victims of the drug 
war. My analyses of Natalia Almada’s documentary El Velador (2011) / The Night Watchman focused 
on the ways the living are shown to serve the dead and how growing violence during Calderón’s 
presidency has helped to construct a burgeoning necropolis that showed no signs of allaying. 
Through my analyses of Bernardo Ruiz’s documentary Reportero (2012) / Reporter, this chapter also 
showed the threat that escalating violence presents to the practice of civic journalism, which is now 
one of the most dangerous jobs in Mexico.  
The various chapters of this thesis, and my analyses within them, all help to construct a clear picture 
of Calderón’s legacy of violence. This picture starts from the legacy’s origins of instability at the 
beginning of Calderón’s presidency and finishes, at the end of his sexenio, in a climate or terror that 
affects all of civil society.  In my visual textual interpretations I have shown the extent to which this 
legacy of conflict impacts social and visual concerns such as the ethics of representing the dead, the 
role of protest in challenging institutional violence, the function of the living in a necropolitical 
climate and the erosion of autonomous reporting in Mexico. It is clear from my analyses that there 
has been a shift in the way representation responds to drug war violence. Each of the photographers 
and filmmakers discussed and working within this period are attempting to find new ways to 
represent victims and depict a national reality. Much like bereaved poet Javier Sicilia’s recourse to 
prose following the death of his son, the evidence adduced in this thesis suggests that visual 
representation too must transcend previous processes and transform itself in order to provide a 
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significant depiction of the drug war and its victims. This necessary evolution in modes of 
representation can be seen in both Pardo’s thoughtful photojournalistic work to capture crime 
scenes and Brito’s subversion of the landscape which blurs the lines between photojournalism, 
photodocumentary and art photography. Similarly, Orta and González’s distinct portraits of 
individuals affected by violence provide new perspectives on the struggle for peace and the impact 
of the conflict on Mexico’s citizens. Finally the documentaries of Almada and Ruiz, which reflect the 
socio-political climate at the end of the sexenio, contrast greatly with those produced at the start of 
Calderón’s presidency in 2006. These documentaries seek to expose, in starkly different modes, how 
life is subjugated to the power of death as a result of the endless widespread drug war. As such this 
thesis presents a model for examining the visual representations that have been produced since the 
drastic escalation of brutality since the launch of Calderón’s war initiative at the start of his sexenio. 
New modes of representation are emerging as a direct result of the changed national climate 
produced by growing levels of untenable violence. All of the works examined in this thesis testify to 
this shift and this thesis provides a framework for investigating further representations produced in 
response to the conflict.  
Given the breadth of the period and its proximity to the present, I was unable to address the full 
spectrum of visual artistic production that seeks to interrogate and challenge the impact of 
Calderón’s drug war conflict. Instead, my aim was to focus on these key and exemplary visual texts 
as a means of homing in on the specific socio-political issues that characterised this period in recent 
history. I anticipate that my study of Calderón’s legacy will form the basis for further inquiry in 
regards to the growing levels of violence afflicting Mexico into the present. As an ongoing crisis, 
there is ample room for further in-depth work on this topic, particularly in relation to the origins of 
the conflict during Calderón’s presidency, as explored in this thesis.  
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Filmography 
0.56%: ¿Qué le pasó a México? Dir. Hagerman, Lorenzo. 2010.  
Al Otro Lado. Dir. Almada, Natalia. 2006 
---. El General. 2009. 
---. El Velador. 2012. 
El Hijo Del Poeta. Dir. Orta, Pablo. 2012. 
El Infierno. Dir. Estrada, Luis. 2010. 
El Sicario, Room 164. Dir. Rosi, Gianfranco. 2010. 
Fraude: México, 2006. Dir. Mandoki, Luis. 2007. 
Fun in Acapulco. Dir. Thorpe, Richard. 1963.  
Heli. Dir. Escalante, Amat. 2013. 
Miss Bala. Dir. Naranjo, Gerardo. 2011. 
Narco Cultura. Dir. Schwarz, Shaul. 2013. 
No olvido, ni perdón. Dir. Dindo, Richard. 2004. 
Presunto Culpable. Dir. Smith Geoffrey, and Dir. Roberto Hernández. 2010.  
Reportero. Dir. Ruiz, Bernardo. 2012. 
Rojo amanecer. Dir. Fons, Jorge. 1989.  
The Lady from Shanghai. Dir. Welles, Orson. 1947. 
Tlatelolco: verano de 68. Dir. Bolado, Carlos. 2013. 
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